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ABSTRACT 
 
In this dissertation, I examine how buyers and sellers interact in the 
Massachusetts funeral market.  I utilize theories in economic sociology and ritual studies 
to explain how these interactions coalesce into a functioning market.  To do so, I draw on 
semi-structured interviews with funeral consumers and funeral directors in 
Massachusetts. 
 Standard economic theories would predict that funeral consumers weigh the costs 
and benefits associated with each choice they face before purchasing those products that 
best maximize their individual utility.  Economic sociologists respond by pointing out 
that economic actors face uncertainty, a state in which they cannot assess the costs and 
benefits of their many options.  Instead, consumers rely on ‘social devices’ – such as 
social norms and rules - to guide their behavior; however, they are ‘intentionally rational’ 
in that they seek to maximize their utility.  Rather than thinking of consumers as rational 
utility maximizers or as uncertain, intentionally-rational actors, I argue that the majority 
of funeral consumers’ purchases are unreflexive and thus cannot be thought of as choices 
  
vii 
 
at all. When consumers do make choices, they do not seek to maximize their utility, but 
instead purchase goods and services that perform what Viviana Zelizer labels relational 
work.  Such purchases serve to define, maintain, or change social relationships. 
 The ways that consumers approach their purchases shape the ways that sellers 
compete with one another.  Because most consumers return to the same funeral home 
again and again without considering alternative providers and because consumers are 
socially required to purchase those goods and services necessary to complete the funeral 
ritual, sellers cannot draw in new customers by lowering prices or by developing new 
products.  With these avenues closed off, sellers must compete by building social 
networks in their communities; however, they must work to define their network 
connections in specific ways.  Customers must see their involvement in the community as 
motivated by a desire to contribute to civic life rather than a desire to generate business.  
Ultimately, then, sellers also perform relational work, and their relational work serves as 
the main competitive mechanism in funeral markets. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 
 
 The bodies of the dead pose a problem for every society.  When a member of our 
family or community dies, we need to dispose of his or her body.  And yet, that body is 
not a simple thing that can be thrown out like garbage.  Our loved ones’ bodies are sacred 
to us, and we feel compelled to mark the transition from life to death with rituals that 
allow us to say goodbye to the person as we dispose of the remains.  While all human 
societies mark the deaths of their members, the ways in which they do so vary widely.  
Some, as in parts of Tibet, leave the body exposed to nature to be devoured by birds and 
other animals (Davies 2006).  Some, like the Berawan of Borneo, dissolve the body in the 
large clay pots they use to produce rice wine (Metcalf and Huntington 1991).  Still others, 
such as the Amazonian Wari’, partially consume their dead (Conklin 1995).  What links 
all death rituals, though, is that each is socially prescribed.  It would be unthinkable, say, 
for one of the Berawan to consume the flesh of the deceased, just as it would be 
unthinkable for one of the Wari’ to dissolve a body in a fermenter.   
 For the majority of human history, these death rituals were the domain of 
community, family, and religious authorities.  Today, in the United States and much of 
the rest of the world, these traditional authorities have lost control of funeral rites.  They 
have been replaced by professionals, and these professionals operate within the context of 
a market (Garces-Foley and Holcomb 2006).  It is this market that is the focus of this 
dissertation.  As in all markets, buyers and sellers come together to exchange goods and 
services for currency; however, an exploration of the funeral market allows us to unpack 
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the ways in which broad cultural forces shape the actions of individuals in markets and 
then, by extension, the ways in which these individual actions coalesce into a functioning 
market.   
 While all markets are deeply cultural, few are as explicitly cultural as the market 
for funeral rituals.  Like the Tibetans, Berawan, and Wari’, Americans are bound by the 
rules of socially prescribed death rituals, but the idea of the market suggests the freedom 
to make decisions for oneself.  The concept of ritual, defined by a lack of choice, and the 
concept of market, defined by choice, might seem to be in opposition to one another; 
however, I will argue that ritual action and market action merge together in funeral 
markets.  This merger is not without its tensions, but the ritual nature of the purchases 
does not undermine the functioning of funeral markets.  Instead, it is the ways that people 
go about enacting the ritual that determine how this market operates. 
I draw primarily on semi-structured interviews with Massachusetts funeral 
directors and funeral consumers in order to study this merger.  I recruited my subjects 
through a combination of convenience, snowball, and purposive sampling.  The 
interviews with funeral directors focused broadly on how directors run their businesses 
and interact with consumers, while interviews with consumers focused on the entire 
process of arranging funeral services.  Interview schedules for consumers and directors 
can be found in Appendix A and Appendix B, respectively.  I supplement this interview 
data with a meta-analysis of survey findings provided by a variety non-profit, 
government, and professional organizations.  This meta-analysis can be found in 
Appendix C.  Chapter 3 explores my methods and data in more detail.   
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE AMERICAN FUNERAL INDUSTRY
1
 
This study is concerned with what is often referred to as the ‘typical’ American 
funeral or the ‘American way of death.’  Like all ritual action, the steps one takes when 
disposing of a human body are determined by the social milieu in which one is embedded 
(Durkheim 2001; Metcalf and Huntington 1991; Turner 1995; Van Gennep 1960).  While 
the traditional ritual’s dominance is weakening in some ways, the majority of Americans 
follow the same basic pattern when organizing and conducting a funeral: “rapid removal 
of the corpse to a funeral parlor, embalming, institutionalized ‘viewing,’ and disposal by 
burial” (Metcalf and Huntington 1991:194).  In more recent years, the actual process of 
disposal has shifted to include ever larger numbers of cremations (Cremation Association 
of America 2009; Prothero 2001), but the structure of the ritual itself has remained stable.  
This section will briefly examine the emergence of this structure as well as contemporary 
challenges to its dominance. 
 
Early American Funerals 
 In early America, death was a visible part of everyday life (Laderman 1996).  Life 
expectancies were low, and those who survived to old age could expect to lose not just 
their parents and aged friends along the way, but also young classmates, infant siblings, 
and their own children before dying themselves.  When death occurred, it was not hidden 
                                                 
1
  For more detailed histories of the American funeral ritual and industry, see Farrell (1980), Habenstein 
and Lamers (1962), or Laderman (1996, 2003). 
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away in hospitals or nursing homes as it is now (Aries 1981; Kellehear 2007; Laderman 
2003).  Death was “integrated, through a series of rituals and symbols, into the life of the 
community” (Laderman 1996:26).   
 Funerals in early America were relatively simple affairs, and the twin 
responsibilities of preparing the body for the funeral ritual and the disposal of the remains 
fell to the family of the deceased. Women cleaned, shaved, and dressed the body, which 
would then be left in the home while the community gathered to pay respects to the 
deceased and surviving family members. Soon after, the family transported the body to 
the cemetery for burial.  At the time, there were no funeral directors to manage the 
process, but the seeds of what would later become funeral directors were present in the 
form of cabinet makers, who built simple coffins, and liverymen, who provided carriages 
to those who could afford them.  For the most part, funerals were simple, cheap affairs 
managed by the family and community. 
 
Social Upheaval, Embalming, and the Rise of the Funeral Director 
A variety of events and social changes helped drive the transformation of the 
funeral ritual, but the most dramatic was the Civil War (Laderman 1996).  During the 
Civil War, hundreds of thousands of American soldiers were killed far from home.  Death 
on such scale made it very difficult to dispose of the dead in culturally appropriate ways.  
Many soldiers were buried in mass graves; others were simply covered up with some dirt.  
While there were efforts to ensure that bodies could be identified later, such efforts were 
often unsuccessful.  Families of the deceased did not typically have the wherewithal to 
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travel long distances, often to enemy territory, to search a battlefield to find the remains 
of a husband or son, who likely would have decomposed beyond recognition.  Even when 
the practical needs of fighting a war did not interfere with the return of soldiers’ remains 
to their loved ones, technological limitations did.  There were no refrigerated vehicles 
capable of transporting decaying bodies over long distances and difficult terrain.  
Traditional methods of preserving remains, such as ice or whiskey baths, worked for 
short periods of time but were impractical for transportation over long distances.  
Although a variety of products, such as metallic caskets designed to protect the body 
from vermin, were marketed to the public, none were very effective at meeting the needs 
of those who wished to retrieve and bury their loved ones. 
Enter the embalmer.  Embalming is a process in which the body fluids are 
replaced with chemicals designed to slow the decomposition of the body
2
 (Harris 2007).  
Originally used by medical professionals to preserve corpses for dissection, the technique 
was appropriated by undertakers who actively marketed their skills to soldiers (Laderman 
1996).  A soldier who could afford to pay (many could not) would hire an embalmer to 
preserve his body and return it his loved ones in the event of his death.  Embalmers began 
traveling with the military.  Not only did many generate sizable profits, but the 
embalming of soldiers exposed Americans to the technique, and many were impressed 
with its effects.  The process of embalming gained additional exposure after the 
assassination of Abraham Lincoln.  After his death, Lincoln’s body was embalmed and 
                                                 
2
  For more detailed (and fairly grisly) descriptions of the process of embalming, see Harris (2007:14-29) or 
Mitford (1963:68-74). 
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then brought on ‘tour’ throughout the country.  In city after city, grief-stricken citizens 
were given the opportunity to gaze upon his embalmed remains, publicizing and 
legitimizing a practice that many had been either resistant to or unaware of. 
This growing acceptance of embalming drove changes in the ritual process of the 
funeral itself (Metcalf and Huntington 1991).  Embalming allowed families to delay final 
disposition of the body until, for example, family and friends who lived far away could 
travel to attend the services.  Additionally, a new focus on the appearance of the body 
combined with the development of improved ‘restorative techniques’ led mourners to 
display the corpse in more ‘sumptuous setting[s]’ (Metcalf and Huntington 1991:197).   
Over time, the funeral ritual was driven from its traditional place in the home.  As 
the process of embalming became increasingly technically complex, the undertaker 
required more tools to perform his or her (mostly his) craft.  Where the first embalmers 
could easily carry everything needed to a client’s home, later embalmers performed best 
in a facility dedicated to the task (Pine 1975).  Also, as extended families gradually gave 
way to smaller nuclear families, housing units became smaller.  Smaller houses lacked 
the space to hold the customary wake before the funeral.  These two developments helped 
drive the funeral ritual out of homes and into facilities owned and operated by 
undertakers.  Many of these facilities began as stores dedicated to the sale of cabinets or 
furniture, but they gradually became specialized facilities dedicated to the preparation 
and ritual display of dead bodies. 
Over time, undertakers sought to transform themselves into a profession 
(Laderman 2003).  Their knowledge of embalming stood at the heart of this endeavor.  
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The undertakers worked to establish standard procedures for embalming and pushed for 
regulations governing its use and the licensing of its practitioners.  The undertakers 
established associations, published journals, and opened schools dedicated to teaching the 
skills needed to prepare, display, and dispose of human bodies.  These early practitioners 
also sought to redefine themselves as ‘funeral directors,’ rather than as the decidedly less 
professional sounding ‘undertakers.’  In addition to their technical skills, funeral directors 
differentiated themselves from mere undertakers by developing managerial and 
counseling skills, and they came to see themselves as providing a service rather than 
simply selling products (Pine 1975).  These efforts were largely successful, and American 
families have since yielded responsibility for the care of their dead to the funeral 
directors.   
 
The Contemporary Funeral Market 
For an industry that traces its roots to the work of part-time coffin makers and 
itinerant embalmers, the funeral industry has grown to impressive proportions.  In 2007, 
more than 2.4 million people died in the United States (Xu et al 2010), and almost all of 
those deaths were handled in some way by funeral homes.  In his study of the Arizona 
funeral industry, Breckenridge (2002:39-40) finds that less than 0.3% of human bodies 
avoid the funeral industry entirely.  This statistic is unsurprising given the limited options 
that consumers face when arranging for the disposal of remains.  Bodies can be donated, 
for example, to medical schools in lieu of disposition through funeral homes.  While rare, 
there are also those who choose to hold ‘do-it-yourself’ funerals, often with the assistance 
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of home funeral specialists, who do not consider themselves funeral directors.  The 
overwhelming majority of consumers, though, lack the knowledge and skills (never mind 
the stomach) for handling the remains of their loved ones.  Even those few who do, 
though, often must rely on funeral directors in some way, as when the moment arrives to 
actually bury or cremate the body.  Several states even require that a funeral director play 
a role in the disposition of all bodies (Slocum and Carlson 2011).   
There are approximately 15,634 funeral homes in the United States.
3
  The 
industry employed over 100,000 people (US Census Bureau 2007) and generated just 
under $12 billion in sales in 2007.
4
  In the United States, the funeral market is regulated 
                                                 
3 
 Determining the actual number of funeral homes in the United States is surprisingly difficult, as different 
sources of information provide very different figures.  The 2007 Economic Census (US Census Bureau 
2007) provides information about the funeral industry using NAICS code 81221, or ‘funeral homes and 
funeral services,’ which is defined as follows:  “establishments primarily engaged in preparing the dead for 
burial or interment and conducting funerals (i.e., providing facilities for wakes, arranging transportation for 
the dead, selling caskets and related merchandise). Funeral homes combined with crematories are included 
in this industry.”  Data provided for such firms are divided between ‘employer establishments,’ those with 
employees, and ‘nonemployer establishments,’ those with no paid employees.  According the Economic 
Census, there were 15,634 employer establishments and 12,864 nonemployer establishments in the ‘funeral 
homes and funeral services’ category in 2007.  Unfortunately, it is unclear how many of these firms are 
funeral homes and how many are firms that provide other funeral services.  If all 28,498 establishments are 
included, then we are left with what is likely a gross overestimation of the number of funeral homes in 
America.  Throughout its more detailed analyses, the Economic Census only provides data on employer 
establishments.  In the funeral industry, where many establishments are very small firms run by a single 
individual, ignoring nonemployer establishments is problematic.  In addition, the National Directory of 
Morticians’ (2007) The Red Book reports that there were 21,080 funeral homes in operation in the United 
Stated in 2007.  I have chosen to report the employer establishment data from the 2007 Economic Census 
for two reasons.  First, the 2007 Economic Census provides sales and revenue data, and The Red Book does 
not.  Second, when reporting data about their own industry, the National Funeral Directors Association has 
chosen to use the employer information from the census (see http://www.nfda.org/media-
center/statisticsreports.Html).   Ultimately, the data reported in the text above is likely a fairly substantial 
underestimate of the number of funeral homes in the United States. 
4
  This figure was drawn from the 2007 Economic Census (US Census Bureau 2007), and it is almost 
certainly an underestimate of the total sales of funeral establishments in the United States.  The figure 
represents the total sales of employer establishments in the ‘funeral homes and funeral services’ category of 
the census (see footnote 3 in this chapter for an explanation of this terminology).  When nonemployer 
establishments are included as well, the figure jumps from $11,949,714,000 to $12,683,186,000, so the 
actual total is likely somewhere in the middle. 
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at both the federal and state level, so it would be misleading to think of all of these firms 
as part of a single ‘American market’ for funeral services.  State regulations vary widely, 
so the conditions in which firms operate are very different from state to state, so it is 
more appropriate to think of the ‘American market’ as comprised of many smaller 
markets throughout the country.  In order to avoid the confusion of trying to unpack the 
functioning of different funeral markets operating in very different regulatory 
frameworks, I focus here on the Massachusetts market.
5
  Just under 53,000 people died in 
Massachusetts in 2007 (Xu et al 2010), a state with 415 funeral homes.
6
  These firms 
employed over 2000 people and generated approximately $326 million in sales in 2007 
(US Census Bureau 2007). 
 
TWO ARGUMENTS, ONE ASSUMPTION 
 There are few markets in which virtually everyone must participate at some point.  
There is no escaping the reality that everyone dies, so whether one is the consumer 
making purchases or the body in need of disposal, it is a near certainty that each one of us 
will enter the funeral market at least once; however, funeral markets have only received 
                                                 
5
  See Chapter 3 for a more detailed explanation of why I chose to focus on Massachusetts. 
6
  Determining the total number of funeral homes in Massachusetts is even more difficult than determining 
the number of funeral homes in the United States.  In the case of Massachusetts, the 2007 Economic 
Census, the National Directory of Morticians’ The Red Book, and the Massachusetts Division of 
Professional Licensure all provide very different numbers.  The 2007 Economic Census lists 415 employer 
establishments and 889 nonemployer establishments in the ‘funeral homes and funeral services’ category 
(see footnote 3 in this chapter for an explanation of this terminology), for a total of 1304 establishments.  
The Red Book states that there were 594 funeral homes in operation in Massachusetts in 2007.  The 
licensing registry of the Massachusetts Division of Professional Licensure lists 668 firms.  While the 
Massachusetts licensing data are likely the most accurate, I report the figure from the Economic Census for 
easy comparison with the national data provided in the text. 
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minimal attention from scholars.  While there are some notable exceptions,
7
 the majority 
of attention that this market has received has come from social critics, government 
regulators, and the funeral directors themselves.  Overwhelmingly, such commentary 
focuses on the cost of funerals, with social critics arguing that the costs of funerals are 
too high, funeral directors arguing that costs are justified, and government regulators 
caught in the middle.   
Regardless of whether the costs are justified or not, it is undeniable that the 
funeral is one of the most expensive purchases that most consumers will ever face (Banks 
1998).  According to a 2009 survey of its members, the National Funeral Directors 
Association found that the median, full traditional funeral cost $7,755.
8
  This figure that 
does not include cemetery costs, flowers, clothing, collation, travel, or any other 
incidental charges associated with a funeral, which combined can easily double the 
expense of the funeral.  For some, the expense of burying a loved one brings with it dire 
financial consequences (Banks 1998; Fan and Zick 2004). 
In 1963, Jessica Mitford, an investigative journalist, published The American Way 
of Death, a book that lambasted the American funeral industry.  She wrote that 
“[g]radually, almost imperceptibly, over the years the funeral men have constructed their 
own grotesque cloud-cuckoo-land where the trappings of Gracious Living are 
                                                 
7
  For example, see Breckenridge (2002), Sanders (2008), Smith (1996), or Torres (1983, 1988). 
8 
 Since not all consumers choose a full, traditional funeral, this figure is almost certainly an overestimate of 
what people typically pay.  If we divide the total sales of funeral firms in the United States in 2007 
($11,949,714,000 if we only include ‘employer establishments’ and $12,683,186,000 if we add ‘non-
employer establishments’ – see note 3 for explanations of this terminology) by the number of deaths that 
year (2,423,712), we end up with a mean range of $4930 to $5233.   
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transformed, as in a nightmare, into the trappings of Gracious Dying” (16).  To Mitford, 
the funeral industry, as an organized whole, worked to build a ‘mythology’ of death that 
tricks the grief-stricken into spending enormous sums of money for a ritual that serves 
only to line the pockets of funeral directors.  On the other side, the funeral industry 
portrays itself as providing a vital service to the bereaved.  To Alan Wolfelt (1990), 
funeral directors are trusted ‘helpers,’ and the modern funeral ritual, when performed 
properly by such a helper, is an experience that allows those who have lost a loved one to 
face that loss and begin the process of healing.  These two perspectives dominate 
discussions of funerals and the funeral industry.  On one hand, we have the devastated, 
vulnerable families and those who prey on them.  On the other, we have the devastated, 
vulnerable families and those who help them.   
In this dissertation, I seek to explain how buyers and sellers act in funeral 
markets.  In so doing, I do not side with either of the positions above; rather, I will argue 
that both are flawed.  Each emphasizes the characteristics of individuals – the degree to 
which consumers are vulnerable, the degree to which funeral directors are caring or 
manipulative – rather than the social context in which these individuals are embedded.  In 
contrast, I am guided by Greta Krippner’s statement that “congealed into every market 
exchange is a history of struggle and contestation that has produced actors with certain 
understandings of themselves and the world which predispose them to exchange under a 
certain set of rules” (“Polanyi Symposium” 2004:112).  Regardless of the mental state of 
the individuals in this market, they are all guided by social understandings of what they 
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are expected to do, and it is these understandings – more than their emotional state, desire 
to help or profit, or any other personal characteristic – that shape their economic action. 
 
OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 
 My argument does not focus on the market per se, but rather on the question of 
how the individual (but not asocial) actions of many economic agents ultimately coalesce 
into a functioning market.  I explore the theoretical foundations of my argument in 
Chapter 2, and I present my methods and data in Chapter 3.  While I draw on a wide 
variety of perspectives throughout this work, I borrow my core theoretical concepts from 
the work of Viviana Zelizer.  Specifically, I argue that economic agents in funeral 
markets are engaged in what Zelizer (2012:149) terms ‘relational work,’ a process she 
defines as “the creative effort people make establishing, maintaining, negotiating, 
transforming, and terminating interpersonal relationships.”  I also draw heavily on 
theories of ritual behavior to explore the context in which individual economic agents 
make their decisions.  With this in mind, I explore the implications of relational work 
performed in a ritual context for the concepts of uncertainty, choice, and market 
competition.  I use semi-structured interviews with funeral consumers and funeral 
directors in Massachusetts to uncover how these economic agents perform relational 
work in the context of this ritual. 
Chapters 4 through 6 explore my empirical findings, with Chapter 4 and Chapter 
5 focusing on how individual consumers approach the process of arranging funerals.  
Chapter 4, “Choosing a Funeral Home,” focuses on the question of how consumers 
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choose between all of the sellers available to them.  I argue that consumers 
overwhelmingly draw on their personal networks to choose a seller.  In most cases, 
consumers and their families have an existing connection to a funeral home, and they 
simply contact that seller when the need arises. In those instances when there is no 
connection, consumers approach friends or co-workers who suggest a seller.  In such 
instances, the tie between the friend or co-worker and his or her funeral home is 
transferred to the consumer asking for the recommendation.   
 My goal here, though, is not to simply offer a network explanation.  Rather, the 
goal is to explore the reasons why consumers utilize their networks so heavily in their 
search for a seller instead of price shopping.  Consumers avoid price shopping because of 
the sacred nature of the funeral, and to search for the lowest available price profanes that 
ritual.  Social networks, then, provide an alternative method to find a seller; however, 
where many of the arguments in network theory emphasize that people use networks to 
minimize uncertainty, I argue that funeral consumers do not return to the same funeral 
homes again and again to minimize uncertainty (which they really do not face to any 
significant degree).  Instead, it is because of the nature of the relationship between 
themselves and the funeral director as well as the nature of the relationship between 
themselves and the broader community.   
As in Chapter 4, Chapter 5, “Money, Meaning, and Relational Work in Funeral 
Markets,” focuses on how individual consumers make decisions when arranging a 
funeral; however, this chapter takes us inside the funeral home to look at how consumers 
choose among the myriad goods and services available for purchase.  While we might 
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expect consumers to be overwhelmed by the dizzying array of caskets, memorabilia, and 
other items available for purchase, I argue that consumers’ purchases are constrained by 
the requirements of the funeral ritual and by their efforts to use those purchases to define 
social relationships, their own, the deceased’s, and the community’s.  Unlike the choice 
of funeral home, money does matter here, but not in a strictly economic sense.  Funeral 
rituals are designed to redefine social relationships.  The deceased moves from socially 
alive to socially dead, children become orphans, and wives become widows.  Consumers, 
then, are responsible for choosing goods and services that facilitate this ritual.  Within 
such a context, all funeral purchases become a form of relational work.    
 Rather than choosing items because of their ‘utility,’ consumers buy those things 
that define relationships in socially appropriate ways, regardless of their personal feelings 
toward those items.  For example, consumers do not see caskets as receptacles for a body.  
Instead, caskets take on meaning beyond their utilitarian function.  A consumer may see a 
casket as a gift for the deceased, a way to protect the deceased, a way to signal love and 
affection for the deceased to the community, a waste of money purchased only to avoid 
social judgment, or some combination of these definitions.  Since consumers purchase 
goods and services to define relationships, I argue that conceptions of ‘choice’ are often 
inappropriate to describe consumer behavior in funeral markets.  The degree to which 
consumers ‘choose’ - in the sense of a decision made when faced with two or more viable 
options - is limited and in many cases non-existent.   
 Chapter 6, “Relational Work and the Competitive Mechanism in Funeral 
Markets,” builds on the arguments in the preceding chapters to explore how action at the 
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individual level ultimately coalesces into a market.  In “Choosing a Funeral Home,” we 
see that consumers rarely choose a funeral home based on price.  Consumers return to the 
same funeral home again and again or use a funeral home recommended by a friend or 
acquaintance.  In “Money and Meaning,” we see that consumers select goods and 
services that help them to define relationships in socially and ritually appropriate ways.  
These ways of acting have profound implications for how funeral directors operate their 
businesses and how they compete with one another.  Because consumers do not price 
shop, funeral firms cannot build or expand their customer base by undercutting 
competitors’ prices.  Because consumers are constrained in their purchases, funeral 
directors cannot innovate to draw in customers.   
 With these avenues closed off, funeral directors compete for business by building 
social networks and maintaining a professional image in the community.  To do so, 
funeral directors join a wide range of social organizations, sponsor local groups and 
charities, and make efforts to remain visible in the community.  If they are to successfully 
draw in customers, though, funeral directors must build their networks and reputations in 
specific ways.  Most importantly, potential customers must see funeral directors’ 
involvement in the community as motivated by a genuine desire to contribute to civic life 
rather than motivated by a desire to increase their profit margins.  Ultimately, then, 
funeral directors’ relational work becomes the main competitive mechanism in funeral 
markets. 
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 The concluding chapter summarizes my argument and then explores its 
implications for theory in economic sociology, the public and policy discourse 
surrounding funeral markets, and the potential for change in funeral markets.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL OVERVIEW 
 
 This chapter provides the theoretical foundation for the arguments that come in 
the empirical chapters that follow.  Throughout the dissertation, I attempt to build a 
model of competition in funeral markets through an examination of the actions of 
individual buyers and sellers in those markets.  I argue that buyers and sellers’ actions in 
this market are driven by two factors.  First, much of what actors do is essentially 
unreflexive.  Consumers, for instance, generally return to the same funeral home again 
and again without consideration of alternatives.  Second, much of what buyers and sellers 
do in this market constitutes what Zelizer (2012:149) calls ‘relational work,’ “the creative 
effort people make establishing, maintaining, negotiating, transforming, and terminating 
interpersonal relationships.”  I then move on to offer a ‘typology of choice’ that accounts 
for unreflexive action and relational work.  I conclude by making the case that funeral 
markets are saturated with meaning, and it is this system of meaning that determines how 
buyers and sellers exchange.  To begin, I briefly explore the development of economic 
sociology to unpack how sociologists became interested in market action.  This history 
begins with early economic sociology’s response to economics. 
 
MARKETS IN ECONOMICS 
In his classic treatment of economics, Human Action, Ludwig Von Mises (1966:3) 
writes that conscious choice determines the actions, economic or otherwise, of 
individuals:   
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Choosing determines all human decisions.  In making his choice man chooses not 
only between material things and services.  All human values are offered for 
option.  All ends and all means, both material and ideal issues, the sublime and the 
base, the noble and ignoble, are ranged in a single row and subjected to a decision 
which picks one thing and sets aside another.  Nothing that men aim at or want to 
avoid remains outside of this arrangement into a unique scale of gradation and 
preference.  
 
With the exception of ‘unconscious’ movements of the body (such as breathing and 
digestion), actions are ‘purposeful’ (11).  The purpose of any action is to satisfy the 
desire of the actor.  An individual who is thirsty makes a decision to drink water.  Or, that 
person can choose to remain thirsty if getting the water would cause distress greater than 
the possession of that beverage would remove.  The goal is always to remove a sense of 
uneasiness felt by the actor.  In other words, all actors constantly weigh the costs and 
benefits of actions while attempting to maximize their sense of satisfaction, or utility.  
The role of economics, then, is to analyze the means by which actors seek to 
achieve their ends.  In a capitalist society, economic agents buy and sell, and these 
repeated acts of buying and selling generate markets.  Increasingly large numbers of 
market participants combined with the introduction of money serve to standardize the 
‘exchange ratios’ for products on the market.  These standardized exchange ratios are 
generally manifest as money prices.  It is through the actions of entrepreneurs, 
consumers, and all other market participants that this valuation of goods takes place; 
however, there is nothing collective about this process.  Individual agents within this 
system act to relieve their own uneasiness through their buying and selling.  The order 
that results amounts to an aggregation of purposeful individual action designed to satisfy 
the needs and desires of those involved.  
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Von Mises' image of the human actor is of an atomized, asocial entity with the 
willingness and capacity to choose the best of an unlimited number of options.  Each 
actor chooses that which brings him or her the maximum personal pleasure and minimum 
personal pain.  These actors are not, in any meaningful sense, influenced by history, 
social location, or culture.  Von Mises was actively hostile to viewing people as anything 
other than individuals.  He writes that those who “dealt with humanity as a whole or with 
other holistic concepts like nation, race, or church” have “failed utterly” to explain 
human action because they are “committed to a faulty method” (1).   
In addition, economics conceptualizes social actors as selfish (Schotter 1990).  
Actors are assumed to attempt to maximize their utility without regard for how their 
actions affect (positively or negatively) all other individuals.  As such, the economic 
model is profoundly individualistic.  Economists would not agree, though, with the idea 
that such a formulation is destructive to the functioning of society.  Rather, they argue 
that the rational pursuit of selfish goals will lead to benefits for the entire society.  Adam 
Smith (2002) is often quoted to support this point:
9
  
…man has almost constant occasion for the help of this brethren, and it is in vain 
for him to expect it from their benevolence only.  He will be more likely to 
prevail if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for 
their own advantage to do for him what he requires of them.  Whoever offers to 
another a bargain of any kind, proposes to do this.  Give me that which I want, 
and you shall have this that you want, is the meaning of every such offer; and it is 
in this manner that we obtain from one another the far greater part of those good 
offices which we stand in need of.  It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, 
                                                 
9
  Quoting Smith to support the idea that human beings are pure egoists is a bit unfair. Werhane (1991) 
argues that Smith’s Wealth of Nations is quoted selectively to make him appear as if he believes people are 
motivated exclusively by self-interest.  She argues that close examinations of Wealth of Nations and his 
other major work, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, show that Smith believed human action to be driven by 
social factors like institutions, justice, and the like, in addition to self-interest. 
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the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their 
own interest.  We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to their regard to 
their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but of their 
advantages.   
 (12 - emphasis added)  
 
Pursuing individual goals leads to the best outcome for society as a whole.  Interference 
with this system by third parties, such as the government, can only lead to inefficiencies 
that hurt the larger society.  This rational, selfish, utility calculator stands at the heart of 
economic theory.  Sociologists and other scholars (both within and outside of economics) 
have criticized the notion that people act as asocial utility maximizers.    
 
 
MARKETS IN SOCIOLOGY 
While the founders of sociology focused a great deal on the social nature of the 
economic system (Durkheim 1984; Giddens 1971; Tucker 1978; Weber 1968, 2009), the 
discipline as a whole lacked a coherent agenda for studying the economy until the 
publication of Mark Granovetter’s “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem 
of Embeddedness” in 1985.  This piece sparked an outpouring of research that has since 
been dubbed the ‘new economic sociology’ (Dobbin 2004; Swedberg 1991).  Scholars in 
this field reject the methodological individualism of the economists’ rational choice 
theory in favor of a view of economic action as deeply social.  Rather than seeing the 
economic system as an aggregate of the self-interested actions of atomized individuals, 
the economy is seen as embedded in social structures that facilitate market conduct 
(Granovetter 1985; Polanyi 2001).   
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This renewed focus on the economy brought with it an interest in examining the 
market, and here again sociologists differ from the economists in their approach.  Rather 
than seeing the market as an abstract price making mechanism that balances supply and 
demand, markets are seen as concrete ‘social orders’ characterized by uncertainty 
(Beckert 1996, 2009).  The remainder of the section explores two sociological 
conceptualizations of the market.  The first sees the market as comprised of social 
networks; the second builds on network arguments, but refocuses the analysis from the 
structure of networks to the content of ties in networks.   
 
Uncertainty, Opportunism, and Trust 
Rational choice theory is built on the idea that individuals possess the capacity, 
when faced with limitless options, to calculate the costs and benefits of all potential 
actions in order to choose the path that best maximizes their own utility; however, such a 
capacity is missing from real world economic agents.  There are two reasons why this is 
so.  First, people lack the cognitive capacity to make ‘rational’ decisions with any 
regularity (Kahneman 2003; Tversky and Kahneman 1981).  Second, even if economic 
actors possessed the cognitive capacity to calculate the costs and benefits of limitless 
options, they lack sufficient information about their options to do so (March and Simon 
1958; Swedberg, Himmelstrand, and Brulin 1990).   
 To Beckert (1996), markets are characterized by ‘uncertainty’ – a state in which 
economic agents do not know how to go about maximizing their utility.  If an individual 
cannot predict the costs and benefits of an action, then conceptions of rationality and 
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irrationality become inapplicable.  Beckert gives the example of an individual who is 
thinking of leaving his or her job to search for a new one.  If this person does not know 
the probability of finding a new job or the compensation a new job may provide, then he 
or she is not in a position to assess the risks and benefits of such a move.  In cases such as 
this, the actor must rely on what Beckert labels ‘intentional rationality,’ a state in which 
the actor relies on “social ‘devices’ that restrict their flexibility and create a rigidity in 
the responses in an uncertain environment” (819 – emphasis in original).  Instead of 
choosing from the myriad of options available to them, actors simplify their decision-
making process by relying on ‘social devices’ such as social norms, social structure, and 
the like.  
Economists’ assumption of selfishness is similarly problematic.  A society 
composed of self-interested utility-maximizers would be impossible to sustain 
(Granovetter 1985).  Each individual would do whatever was possible to improve his or 
her own position, including lying, cheating, stealing, and a host of other unsavory 
activities.  Trust would be non-existent.  Even organized malfeasance would be 
impossible as it would require some form of cooperation between parties.  Such 
cooperation cannot take place without some minimal faith that each member of the group 
will act to further the goals of that group. 
Some economists do acknowledge that unrestrained selfishness can lead to 
negative outcomes.  Williamson (1994), a pioneer of transaction cost economics, argues 
that opportunism – the “use of guile in pursuit of one’s own interest” (81) – is a ‘danger’ 
to the economic system; however, Williamson argues that opportunism can be minimized 
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through the use of ‘farsighted contracting.’  In other words, a contract that explicitly 
spells out consequences for acting opportunistically can minimize the ‘danger.’  
Williamson acknowledges, as Durkheim (1984) also points out, that contracts cannot 
hope to account for all possible contingencies; however, a ‘farsighted’ management will 
look to the future and try to discern any possible ‘hazards,’ and change the contract in 
response to such hazards.  Such an arrangement, though, only acknowledges the 
opportunism of one party to the contract: the sanctioned.  What, then, prevents the 
sanctioner from acting opportunistically?  There is no real incentive for the sanctioner to 
fulfill his or her duty.  A sanctioner’s control over a group of subordinates would provide 
the sanctioner with ample opportunity to abuse that control.  For example, the sanctioner 
could threaten the use of punishment to extort his or her charges.  Also, the sanctioner 
could collude with his or her subordinates to defraud the organization whose rules he or 
she should be enforcing.  Another sanctioner would be the only way to stop the first 
sanctioner.  To assume that sanctions are all that is required to prevent opportunism is to 
assume an infinite succession of sanctioners, each acting to prevent the others from the 
cheating the organization. 
Given the difficulties faced by economic agents, Beckert (2009) writes that the 
existence of functioning markets is not something to be assumed but rather a problem that 
needs to be explained.  He argues that markets can only exist if economic agents can 
‘coordinate’ their actions; this coordination is achieved when agents “succeed in aligning 
their actions in ways that allow for market exchange to take place because they can form 
expectations about what others will do and because the expected behavior of others is 
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sufficiently compatible with their own material or ideal interests” (246).  As such, 
Beckert conceptualizes markets as arenas that give order to social interactions.  As there 
are many ways to create order, there are many ways to organize markets.  Such variety 
among markets has led to the call for economic sociologists to focus on the examination 
of concrete, real world markets rather than theoretical abstractions (Swedberg 2005).   
 
Markets as Networks 
The dominant theoretical paradigm in the sociology of markets conceptualizes 
markets as networks (Lie 1997; Krippner 2001; Swedberg 2005).  This outcome is 
unsurprising given that Granovetter’s foundational “Economic Action and Social 
Structure” advocated conceptualizing economic action as ‘embedded’ in “ongoing social 
relations” (51).  In essence, a network is comprised of actors - generally individuals or 
firms - that maintain some sort of connection to one another that influences the actions of 
those to whom they are connected.  Network analysts conceptualize these actors as 
‘nodes’ enmeshed in ‘ties’ with other nodes, and then explore the effects of the patterns 
of these ties (or structure) on economic action or outcomes (Zuckerman 2003).  Scholars 
have explored a variety of these effects. 
First, location in a social network, combined with the structure of that network, 
shapes an individual actor’s access to information and resources (Granovetter 2005; 
Smith-Doerr and Powell 2005).  Granovetter’s (1973) application of his ‘strength of weak 
ties’ argument to labor markets (Granovetter 1995) illustrates this point.  Any network of 
individuals will consist of various ties among those individuals, and Granovetter 
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describes two types: strong ties and weak ties.  An individual is strongly tied to those 
with whom he or she spends a great deal of time, such as family and close friends.  Such 
individuals likely know much about one another, and, as a result, do not tend to gain new 
information from one another during their interactions.  Weak ties represent relationships 
with acquaintances.   
Granovetter makes the case that weak ties are more important to the flow of 
information within a network than strong ties because weak ties allow for the 
introduction of new information to a network.  When a person runs into an acquaintance, 
the interaction will likely yield all kinds of new information for both parties.  Each person 
can then transmit this new information to others to which he or she is strongly tied.  Thus, 
weak ties serve as connections (or ‘bridges’) between more tightly connected groups of 
people.  In his analysis of labor markets, he finds that individuals with many weak ties 
were more successful in finding jobs than those individuals whose networks were 
composed of many strong ties, who were too insulated from the world beyond their 
personal and professional networks and, as such, did not have access to novel information 
that would help them find work.   
Uzzi’s studies of apparel firms (Uzzi 1996) and firms seeking financing (Uzzi 
1999) also explore the role of networks in shaping access to information and resources.  
Uzzi distinguishes between ‘embedded ties,’ ties that imply a persistent relationship 
between firms, and ‘arms-length ties,’ which “function without any prolonged human or 
social contact between parties… [who] need not enter into recurrent or continuing 
relations as a result of which they would get to know each other well” (Hirschmann 
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1982:1473 as quoted in Uzzi 1999:483).  Both types of ties bring benefits, and firms that 
are able to build embedded ties but still interact with other firms at ‘arms-length’ will do 
well.  Embedded ties allow for joint problem solving arrangements between firms as well 
as the transfer of ‘fine-grained information,’ so firms with such ties “obtain competitive 
advantage over firms that lack membership” (1996:684); however, having too many 
embedded ties isolates the firm from the broader market within a tightly knit clique.  
Where embedded ties provide more private information about firms, arms-length ties 
provide access to public information within a market. 
A second effect of networks is their capacity to constrain economic actors to 
socially acceptable behavior (Granovetter 1985; Granovetter 2005).  Since actors care 
about their ties to others, actors are discouraged from violating social rules as such 
behavior threatens existing relationships.  The literature examining what are referred to as 
‘ethnic economies’ demonstrates networks’ capacity to regulate behavior (Light and Gold 
2000; Light, Sabagh, Bozorgmehr, & Der-Martirosan 1994).  Ethnic economies are 
business communities comprised primarily of business owners and consumers of the 
same ethnic group.  Business owners in these ‘ethnic enclaves’ (Zhou 2004) can draw on 
a variety of community resources to help their businesses thrive, including capital and a 
loyal pool of co-ethnic employees and customers (Boiseevain et al 1990; Light and Gold 
2000; Waldinger 1986); however, these benefits can come with costs.  Community 
obligations carry the risk of being held hostage by “job- and loan-seeking kinsmen,” and 
some business owners have gone so far as to change their religion or stop hiring members 
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of their own ethnic group in order to protect their businesses (Portes and Sensenbrenner 
2001:126).   
A third effect of networks is their capacity to generate trust.  As Granovetter 
(1985) points out, all collective endeavors, even those involving malfeasance, require that 
group members trust one another.  Otherwise, no individual member of the endeavor will 
be willing to make him or herself vulnerable to the opportunistic actions of the other 
members.  Transaction cost economists argue that groups can prevent opportunistic 
behaviors through the use of contracts that sanction such behavior (Williamson 1994), 
but contracts are ineffective control mechanisms without some form of trust backing 
them up.  The reason for this is that contracts are always incomplete; they cannot plan for 
every possible contingency that may arise or every possibility for misconduct, so 
motivated actors would always be able to find a way to violate the spirit, but not the 
letter, of the contract.  Several studies have found that exchange partners rarely rely on 
contracts to regulate one another’s behavior; they are often only willing to do so in 
extreme cases in which all other avenues to resolve a dispute have been exhausted 
(Macaulay 1963; Uzzi 1997). 
One example of the capacity of networks to facilitate trust comes from a study of 
Russian credit card markets (Guseva and Rona-Tas 2001; Guseva 2005).  Credit cards 
allow consumers to instantly spend a bank’s money - often large sums of money - on the 
promise that the consumer will pay the loan back with interest.  Lending banks can never 
be sure that the consumer will pay the loan back, so they face great uncertainty.  
American credit card companies benefit from the existence of credit agencies who have 
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worked for decades to build large stores of information about potential card holders.  The 
existence of such data renders any reliance of personal networks or personal trust 
unnecessary.  Credit card companies can simply review applicants’ credit profiles and 
then assess credit-worthiness on the basis of complex mathematical algorithms that 
compare each applicant - on the basis of statistically relevant characteristics - to previous 
loan and credit recipients.  Those with characteristics that the algorithms determine to be 
indicators of risk are denied access to credit, while those with characteristics deemed to 
be indicators of trust worthiness will be given access to funds.  No personal relationships 
are required.   
As Russian credit card markets began to emerge in the late eighties, such 
institutional supports did not exist.  This lack of information left Russian banks with a 
great deal of uncertainty.  To deal with this uncertainty, Russian creditors issued cards to 
those with whom they had existing personal relationships.  These ties provided the lender 
with information about the recipient, and the possibility of damaging a personal 
relationship provided additional reassurance that the recipient would pay back the loans 
they received; however, limiting card holders to those who have personal ties to lenders 
severely limits the size of the market.  Banks increased the size of the applicant pool by 
providing cards to ‘friends of friends,’ with the direct contact serving as an informal 
guarantor of trust for the indirect contact.  Similarly, American consumers who make 
risky purchases (a used car, for instance) from friends do so in part because they trust 
their friends to not act opportunistically (DiMaggio and Louch 1998). 
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Social network analysis has been profitably employed to study such varied topics 
as price volatility in the market for stock options (Baker 1984), gender inequality in the 
life sciences labor market (Smith-Doerr 2004), the emergence of financial derivatives 
(MacKenzie and Millo 2003), bank decision making processes (Mizruchi and Stearns 
2001), and a host of others (e.g. Padgett and Ansell 1993; Podolny 2001; Uzzi and 
Lancaster 2003).  While network analysis has undoubtedly contributed a great deal to our 
knowledge, there are limitations to its capacity to shed light on the functioning of 
markets.  A main feature of network analysis is that it privileges the structure of the 
network or actors’ positions within networks over the characteristics of the actors 
themselves (Krippner 2001; Smith-Doerr and Powell 2005): “the pure version of network 
analysis entails a form of ‘morphological’ determinism - in the sense that the qualities of 
a network (density, strength, small worldliness, etc.) or the network position of actors, 
both individual and collective ones, is generally constitutive of these actors’ roles and 
identities, and consequently of their ideal behavior” (Fourcade 2007:1021).  Network 
theory’s focus on structure has led to three primary criticisms within economic sociology.   
The first of these criticisms is the idea that network theory simply extends 
mainstream economic theory rather than providing an alternative framework for studying 
markets (Beckert 2007; Levin 2008).  Granovetter’s stated goal in writing “Economic 
Action and Social Structure” was to address both undersocialized conceptions of action 
offered by economists and oversocialized conceptions of action offered by sociologists 
(Wrong 1961).  Conceptualizing people as embedded in network relations avoids the 
unrealistic individualism of economic theory while simultaneously avoiding the 
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sociological tendency to present individuals as ‘cultural dopes’ (Garfinkel 1991).  In a 
network, the actor makes decisions but must constantly be aware of the effects those 
decisions have on network ties.  Acting opportunistically may benefit the individual in 
the short term, but that person will lose out in the long run by damaging a valued 
connection.  In essence, then, the rational actor remains but as an actor with valued 
connections to others.  Instead of challenging rational choice theory, this formulation of 
network theory complicates, but ultimately extends, the model.  In other words, network 
theory implies “that social processes [supply] the economy’s shell, but the shell’s real 
contents [consist] of economics’ rational exchange systems” (Zelizer 2007:1058). 
The second criticism of network theory is that it ignores culture in that the focus 
on the structure of ties ignores the content of ties (Krippner 2001; Krippner and Alvarez 
2007; Levin 2008).  While network models do often include different types of ties 
(Granovetter’s strong and weak ties, Uzzi’s arms-length and embedded ties), these 
different categories of ties tell us little about meanings of these ties to actors (Biggart and 
Beaminsh 2003).  Socially constructed meanings provide the basis for interaction 
between cultural agents, so ignoring these meanings - along with the way actors interpret 
and act on them - places limits on the reach of network theory. 
The third criticism of network theory, articulated most forcefully by Greta 
Krippner (2001; “Polanyi Symposium” 2004), is that it implicitly endorses the idea that 
the social world and the economy are separate and distinct realms.  Like many critics of 
network theory, Krippner turns to Granovetter’s formulation of embeddedness.  She 
writes that the neo-classical economists that Granovetter argued against present market 
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action as having an existence separate from broader social life.  While Granovetter was 
partially successful in remedying the economists’ asocial conception of economic action, 
the concept of embeddedness he articulated preserved the barrier between market and 
social.  At the heart of economic action lie all of the forces posited by economists (supply 
and demand, rational actors, and the like), and network ties mediate the effects of those 
forces.  Krippner draws on Fred Block’s use of embeddedness in Post-Industrial 
Possibilities to illustrate.  Here, Block writes that sociologists can conceive of markets as 
more or less present in a given society: “High marketness means that there is nothing to 
interfere with the dominance of price considerations, but as one moves down the 
continuum to lower levels of marketness, nonprice considerations take on greater 
importance” (Block 1990:53 as quoted in “Polanyi Symposium” 2004:111).  Rather than 
seeing the market as a purely rational arena in which price considerations reign supreme, 
Krippner argues that the market itself is deeply social.  This is true even in societies that 
Block would categorize as having high levels of marketness, as it is the social 
arrangements of those societies combined with actors’ understandings of themselves and 
the market that lead them to act as they do.. 
The critique of network theory leads to two related questions.  First, if we do not  
conceptualize economic actors as nodes in structures of ties, then how are we to 
conceptualize them?  Second, if markets are more than structures comprised of ties, then 
how are we to conceptualize markets? 
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MARKETS AND CULTURE 
The remainder of this chapter explores conceptions of the market that aim to 
address the shortcomings of network theory.  In her critique of embeddedness, Krippner 
writes that “congealed into every market exchange is a history of struggle and 
contestation that has produced actors with certain understandings of themselves and the 
world which predispose them to exchange under a certain set of rules” (“Polanyi 
Symposium” 2004:112).  Culture provides people with these understandings, and these 
understandings shape how people act in markets.  In other words, markets - and the 
people operating within them - are deeply shaped by culture. 
Any discussion of the importance of culture in shaping action needs to begin with 
a discussion of Weber.  Weber (1968:4) defines sociology as follows: 
Sociology… is a science concerning itself with interpretive understanding of 
social action and thereby with a causal explanation of its course and 
consequences.  We shall speak of ‘action’ insofar as the acting individual attaches 
a subjective meaning to his behavior - be it overt or covert, omission or 
acquiescence.  Action is ‘social’ insofar as its subjective meaning takes account of 
the behavior of others and is thereby oriented in its course. 
 
For Weber, ‘social action’ is the proper subject of study for sociologists, and such action 
is defined by its orientation to other people as well as its meaning for actors.  According 
to this definition, if I put my hand on a burning stove and then quickly remove it, then my 
action is not ‘social.’  The action was not oriented toward others, and I attached no 
meaning to it; it was entirely unreflexive.  If, however, I write an angry letter to the 
stove’s manufacturer claiming its product is poorly designed, then my action would be 
social.  The action is oriented toward many others, including the stove’s manufacturer, all 
of the other people who will use that product at some point in the future (as I imagine 
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myself protecting them), and anyone who happened to see me burn my hand (as I try to 
shift responsibility from my own carelessness to the company’s engineers).   
My action is subjectively meaningful in that I define my complaint as an attack on 
an uncaring corporation, a defense of consumers, a face saving technique, or anything 
else.  Weber defines meaning as follows: 
“Meaning” may be of two kinds.  The term may refer first to the actual existing 
meaning in the given concrete case of a particular actor, or to the average or 
approximate meaning attributable to a given plurality of actors; or secondly to the 
theoretically conceived pure type of subjective meaning attributed to the 
hypothetical actor of actors in a given type of action.  (4 – emphasis in original) 
 
These two types of meaning are connected to one another, but different.  The first type of 
meaning is that which is in the mind of the individual actor.  When I write my letter to the 
stove manufacturer, I may see myself as a catalyst for change in that I expect my 
exposure of the (perceived) design flaw to lead to a redesign of the company’s product.  
It makes no difference whether or not my action will actually lead to that outcome or not; 
my belief leads to an action.  Had I, as an individual, believed that such a letter would be 
ignored - regardless of whether or not it would actually be ignored – then I never would 
have written the letter.  Different actors are driven to write (or not write) complaint letters 
by different understandings of the situation.   
The second type of meaning refers to a more general, socially shared meaning (or 
set of meanings) attached to an action.  For example, when I put my right hand over my 
heart while listening to the national anthem, this action is generally interpreted as an act 
of patriotism.  Individual meanings generally draw from the broader set of meanings on 
offer from the society in which one lives.  For example, as a society, we see the act of 
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writing a complaint letter in the terms described above: catalyst for change, defense of 
consumers, and the like.  As I write my letter, I will likely attach one or more of these 
socially available meanings to my actions.  I could, though, move outside of this range of 
meanings.  I could see my letter as a magical spell that will summon forth a dragon who 
will, at my command, lay waste to the company who dared sell the product that burned 
my hand, but I would likely keep such a belief to myself if I did not wish to be 
institutionalized.  Regardless, it is extraordinarily unlikely that anyone else would see my 
action in similar terms. 
Weber’s conceptualization implies that all meaning is relative to the actor; there is 
no ‘objective’ or ‘true’ meaning apart from human agents.  Humans, though, exist in a 
social world, and it is this social world that provides us with a frame of reference for 
these meanings, or what Weber refers to the “intended context of meaning” (5).  The 
meanings that the individual draws upon to construct lines of action are not his or her 
own; the individual relies upon the system of meanings rooted in his or her cultural 
context (Kane 1996).   
Other theorists similarly present individuals as enmeshed in systems of meaning 
that shape their actions.  To Schutz, the individual inhabits the ‘world of daily life,’ 
which he describes as follows:      
“Worlds of daily life” shall mean the intersubjective world which existed long 
before our birth, experienced and interpreted by others, our predecessors, as an 
organized world.  Now it is given to our experience and interpretation.  All 
interpretation of this world is based on a stock of previous experiences of it, our 
own experiences and those handed down to us by our parents and teachers, which 
in the form of “knowledge at hand” function as a scheme of reference. 
Schutz 1970:72 
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To Mead (1934), an individual only becomes a fully functioning member of society when 
he or she “takes the attitude of the organized social group to which he belongs toward the 
organized, co-operative social activity or set of social activities in which that group as 
such is engaged” (155).  Mead labels this bundle of attitudes the ‘generalized other,’ and 
as the individual moves from group to group, he or she moves from one generalized other 
to the next.  The individual constantly reorients his or her focus and action to the group in 
which he or she is enmeshed at any moment.  It is only through taking on the role of these 
generalized others that the individual is able to participate in the ‘universe of discourse’ 
or the ‘system of common social meanings’ (156). 
Geertz (1973) draws on Weber’s analyses to write that “man is an animal 
suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun [;] I take culture to be those webs, 
and the analysis of it not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one 
in search of meaning” (5).  Geertz’s recounting of Ryle’s (1971) analysis of ‘blinks’ and 
‘winks’ demonstrates the importance of meanings to action.  On the surface, both a blink 
and a wink appear to be the same: an eye is rapidly closed and then re-opened; however, 
blinks and winks are very different, and the person who mistakes one for the other is 
likely to embarrass him or herself or cause offense to others.  A blink is a meaningless, 
involuntary motion in which the eye moistens itself or rids itself of a piece of dust.  A 
wink is a meaningful act that can convey romantic interest, a shared secret, or a host of 
other meanings.  An individual who observes another person closing and re-opening an 
eye becomes tasked with interpreting that movement, and that individual’s response 
hinges on that interpretation. 
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Geertz’s example of cockfighting in Bali provides a more complicated example in 
which crowds operate within a complex system of meanings.  On the surface, the 
cockfight is like any other type of sport in which betting is involved: competitors and 
spectators place bets (according to a fairly complicated set of formal rules), the fight 
takes place, and then all bets are paid; however, to simply provide a description of the 
process by which all of these events take place would obscure what is actually happening 
in any real sense.  Geertz argues that cockfighting is simultaneously a literal conflict 
between two fighting birds, a contest over status for the owners, and a way for other 
participants to affirm group solidarity.  Sahlins’ (2010) explanation of the murder of 
Captain James Cook at the hands of Hawaiian natives in the late eighteenth century 
similarly situates action within a broad system of meaning.  It is only by understanding 
how the natives’ complex religious system led them to interpret the arrival of a white 
man from the ‘land beyond the horizon’ can we understand why they killed Cook.  
Weber’s classic, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, is yet another 
example. 
To Geertz, Schutz, and Mead, we are born in a world of meanings, and it is this 
system of meanings that shape our actions.  These meanings provide us with the way to 
interpret events in our lives and to construct lines of action to respond to these events.  
While these theorists did not specifically focus on economic action, the world of the 
market is as saturated with meaning as any other part of the social world.  So, examining 
the ways in which these systems of meaning shape economic action is a pre-requisite for 
building more complete understandings of markets. 
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Culture and Unreflexive Action 
Drawing on the works of the philosophical pragmatists (such as George Herbert 
Mead, John Dewey, and Hans Joas), Beckert (2003) argues that economic sociologists 
need to explore how economic agents, when faced with uncertainty, can construct 
‘intentionally rational’ lines of action: 
[This] conceptualization focuses on the interpretive acts by which actors construct 
perceptions of rationality intersubjectively in the action process itself.  
Intentionally rational strategies are analyzed as constitutively anchored in the 
actor’s interpretation of the situation which he or she confronts.  The process is 
not purely subjective but based on generalized expectations which George 
Herbert Mead categorized as the ‘generalized other.’  Embeddedness then refers 
to the social structuration of worlds of meaning whose enactment is based on 
interpretation.  This process is undetermined by not unstructured. 
 Beckert 2003:770-771 
 
For Beckert, individual actors seek to act rationally (in the sense that they want to 
“enhance their welfare” [773]), but are unable to do so because of the uncertainty created 
by a combination of novel situations and cognitive limitations.  Actors, then, are often 
left dependent on ‘routines’ provided by the broader social context.  Such routines are 
built on practical experience in the real world and provide individuals with rules and 
guides for action, most of which are enacted without thought.   
The actor’s definition of the situation (Goffman 1959) decides which routine the 
actor will employ.  For example, if Frank, a shopper, enters a store and approaches Bob, a 
stereo salesman, and asks about surround sound systems, Bob defines Frank as a 
customer and treats him as such.  At no point is Bob confused about how to act in relation 
to Frank, nor does Bob need to mentally calculate the costs and benefits of all possible 
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responses to Frank’s questions.  Bob knows how to respond.  Bob acts as a salesperson is 
expected to act, just as Frank acts as customers are expected to act.  Neither is likely to 
reflect in any meaningful way on what he does as each has lots of experience acting as a 
salesperson or a customer, respectively; their behavior is essentially unreflexive.  The 
initial definition of the situation set the stage for all that followed.  Had Bob initially 
defined Frank as a thief rather than a customer, the interaction would have proceeded 
much differently, albeit still shaped by routines (as society, and likely Bob’s 
management, provides rules for dealing with criminals). 
 
Culture and Interpretation 
Beckert points out, though, that a conception of social action built solely on 
unreflexive routines cannot explain all human action.  Situations are generally not 
identical to those that individuals have experienced in the past, so actors are often faced 
with situations in which previous experience leaves them at least partially unprepared.  In 
these moments, actors must rely on their capacity to reflect on the circumstances and 
respond creatively.  Humans have the capacity to consider possible responses and then 
imagine the effects of those responses, even if the imagined effects bear no resemblance 
to what would actually happen should a given course of action be taken.   
People, when faced with novel situations, will draw on what they do know about 
the world to try to figure out a reasonable response to the situation.  For example, if 
Frank entered the store and did not ask Bob questions about stereos, but instead asked 
Bob for a hug, Bob’s initial reaction would likely be confusion.  Bob knows how to 
39 
 
 
 
interact with customers (answer questions, sell them warranties), thieves (cooperate with 
their demands, call the police, fight), panhandlers (give them money, kick them out of the 
store, ignore them) and others that he has come to expect to encounter (either through 
direct experience with such categories of people or through exposure to stories or media 
in which such individuals are presented) in a given work day.  A grown male stranger 
requesting a hug, however, is likely an event for which Bob is unprepared.  Bob, then, 
must think about his role as a salesman, his place as a grown male in society, his 
responsibility to other members of society, and a host of other issues that will shape his 
response to Frank’s odd request.  Additionally, Bob would attempt to interpret the 
meaning behind Frank’s request.  Bob may define the request as ‘crazy’ and then demand 
Frank leave immediately; he may define the request as a desperate attempt for 
compassion, in which case Bob may agree to the hug; or Bob might simply not know 
what to do and ignore Frank.  Should Bob start to receive such requests on a regular 
basis, his experience with Frank would provide a model from which he would draw upon 
to respond to future requests for hugs.  A new reality would emerge that would establish 
rules for managing customer-salesperson hugs (Berger and Luckmann 1967). 
It is important to point out, though, that individual interpretations and responses 
are not formed subjectively, but intersubjectively within the context of the situation 
(Beckert 2003; Berger and Luckman 1967; Schutz 1967).  While individuals have 
different experiences in the world, and thus different routines, two individuals of 
reasonably similar backgrounds are likely interpret commonly experienced social 
situations in very similar ways, and so these shared interpretations become the reality that 
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the actors take for granted.  For example, whether or not ghosts are real is immaterial if a 
group of people act as if they are real.  In that sense, ghosts do not ‘exist’ subjectively in 
the mind of an individual believer, nor do ghosts need to be objectively ‘real’; ghosts 
exist intersubjectively in the reality of a group of believers who treat ghosts as part of the 
objective world. 
Similarly, the reality of any given situation will be constructed through the 
interactions of those involved in the situation.  Whether or not two people define 
themselves as friends (or business partners, lovers, rivals, or enemies) depends on both 
the way in which each responds to the other and cultural conceptions of the situation.  As 
Beckert (2003:77-78) writes, “the creation and sustenance of constitutive expectancies 
crucially depend on participation communication of actors.  Expectancies become more 
reliable through their reinforcement in communicative acts.”  Beckert differentiates this 
conceptualization with what he calls rational choice theory’s ‘teleological structure of 
action’ (770), in which actors, means, and ends are conceptually distinct.  In the rational 
choice model, the actor has a goal, which he or she then pursues using the most efficient 
means.  In the pragmatist model of action, actors, means, and ends are all mutually 
constituted by the situation itself.  All are defined and redefined continually throughout 
the interaction. 
It is within this world of unreflexive action, meaning, and interpretation that we 
find markets.  Rather than seeing markets as made up of asocial, utility-maximizers, we 
can see markets as saturated with meaning that shape how economic agents buy and sell.  
This perspective differs from that offered by many social scientists, who often think of 
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the world of culture (or the social, intimate, and so on) as distinct from the world of the 
market. 
 
Markets and Culture: Distinct or Integrated? 
In one of her early works, Zelizer (1988) argues that it is impossible to separate 
the market from the broader culture and makes the case that sociology needs a model that 
allows culture “to be injected into the market” (623).  In a later piece (Zelizer 2005A), 
she argues that there are three basic camps into which we can classify social scientists’ 
arguments concerning the market and culture.  The first camp, which she labels ‘hostile 
worlds,’ posits that there are clearly defined spheres in which either rational, economic 
action or action based on sentiment, morality, or culture is appropriate; mixing these 
separate spheres leads to ‘contamination’ between them.  In a business, for example, one 
is supposed to act like a rational utility-maximizer; actions based on sentiment can only 
damage the business. If a manager hires a family member over a more qualified 
candidate, then the firm suffers because of that decision.  Similarly, the market should not 
invade the world of sentiment.  People should not pay for sex; to do so commodifies that 
which should remain outside of the market (e.g. Holland 2001; Radin 1996; Titmuss 
1971; Walzer 1983).  Zelizer (2005A) points out, though, that people regularly integrate 
their social and economic lives without corrupting either.  
She labels the second group of social scientists the ‘nothing-but’ camp.  She 
breaks this camp into three subgroups that share a common characteristic: all are in some 
way reductionists.  Economic reductionists argue that all relationships – be they market, 
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familial, and the like – are in fact “cases of advantage-seeking individual choice under 
conditions of constraints” (2005A:29).  Cultural reductionists argue that all action is 
rooted in cultural belief, scripts, and the like.  Her third camp argues that all action can 
only be understood within the context of coercive relationships – husbands and wives or 
owners and workers.  All of these camps argue that economic action can be explained 
with ‘nothing-but’ its privileged trait of individuals or society.  She criticizes all three 
perspectives by writing that “none of the nothing-but alternatives by itself provides a 
plausible set of explanations for widely observed variation in combinations of economic 
transactions and intimate relations” (32).  Economic action is simply too complicated to 
be explained in terms of only rationality, only culture, or only coercion.  
For Zelizer, both the 'hostile worlds' and 'nothing-but' perspectives do little to help 
advance our understanding of either the market or intimate relations.  Zelizer rejects both 
the idea that the 'market' and the 'intimate' exist in distinct realms that need to be kept 
separate from one another; she also rejects the idea that the source of all economic action 
can be explained by appealing to one principle.  Zelizer offers what she terms 'bridges' 
(what she calls 'differentiated ties' in Zelizer 2004 and 'connected lives' in Zelizer 2005A) 
as an alternative; she writes “in all sorts of settings, from predominantly intimate to 
predominantly impersonal, people differentiate strongly among various kinds of 
interpersonal relations, marking them with different names, symbols, practices, and 
media of exchange” (2011:314).  In other words, people exist in a world of varied ties, 
with each tie defined in different ways and governed by different social rules.  She uses 
the term ‘relational work’ to describe the efforts that people make to mark these ties. 
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Within this framework, the market, culture, and coercion freely mix.  This process 
is far from effortless, though; individuals are charged with the task of constantly working 
to maintain, shape, and reshape social ties and the obligations attached to those ties.  
Obligations vary widely; the obligations that exist between doctors and patients are much 
different than those between parents and children, but both carry sets of economic 
obligations as well as obligations rooted in norms, morality, and the like.  Threats to the 
relationships arise when these obligations go unmet or when actors behave 
inappropriately, and it is these circumstances that we see the effects that ‘hostile-worlds’ 
proponents predict.  The ‘connected lives’ perspective, Zelizer argues, offers a more 
fruitful way to conceptualize action.  It avoids the oversimplifications of the ‘nothing-
but’ arguments and the lack of realism of the ‘hostile worlds’ arguments.  
 Money, for instance, carries a great deal of symbolic meaning, and the use of 
money does not automatically signal that all sentiment, intimacy, or sociality has been 
purged from an interaction.  The meaning that money possesses comes from the way it is 
used (Carruthers and Espeland 2002).  For instance, the city of New York bestows an 
award of $24 upon those individuals deemed to have made great contributions to the 
quality of life in the city, and the award's meager financial value is overshadowed by its 
larger symbolic value.10  Other work has similarly illustrated the deep symbolic meaning 
that money possesses (Carruthers and Babb 1996; Wherry 2008, 2012A). 
 In contrast to hostile worlds perspectives, money and economic exchange do not 
                                                 
10
  The $24 figure comes from the dollar value of the goods that the Dutch paid to the Native Americans for 
the island of Manhatten. The figure is intended to symbolize this small sum of money that purchased 
something of such great value. In this way, "a small sum of money symbolizes, in ironic fashion, a large 
civic contribution" (Carruthers and Espeland 2002:293). 
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inevitably corrupt social relationships.  As the use of money can come to symbolize civic 
contributions, money (and exchange in general) can shape social relationships as part of 
the process of relational work.  Zelizer’s (1997) examination of money demonstrates the 
degree to which the economic and the social mingle in daily life.  She offers the example 
of the distribution of money within the traditional families of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, who often earmarked money for specific purchases such as rent, 
groceries, vacations, and so on.  Once money had been earmarked for a specific purpose, 
people were often very reluctant to use these funds for something else, even when a 
pressing need arose.  The source of the money was also an important factor in this 
allocation.  Money earned by a husband was treated differently than that earned by a wife 
or child.  Money from a weekly paycheck was treated differently from money from a 
bonus.  
Money also helped to define relationships between members of the household.  
During this period, debates raged about the ‘payment’ due to housewives from their 
breadwinner husbands.  Were women entitled to equal shares of their husbands’ 
paycheck? Were they employees deserving a wage in the form of an allowance?  Or, 
were women entitled to nothing but the occasional gift given at the whim of the husband?  
Each answer implies a very different relationship between husband and wife.  The first 
implies a partnership of equals, the second “a certain distance, contingency, bargaining, 
and accountability among parties,” and the third “subordination and arbitrariness” (42).  
 Studies of Christmas gift giving (Caplow 1982, 1984), for instance, have 
uncovered a complex web of rules that shape how families exchange gifts with one 
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another.  The value of a gift, as well as its form, work to define the relationship between 
the giver and the receiver.  For example, gifts of money are typically only given 
downward across generations, such as from grandparent to grandchild, and gifts of 
flowers almost always flow from men to women.  Additionally, parents are expected to 
give gifts of equal worth to each of their children, regardless of their feelings for each 
child.  A gift of a car to one child and a greeting card to another would send a clear signal 
to both the children and the community of which they are members.  Bearman's 
(2005:182) study of doormen explores how tenants struggle with how much to tip their 
doorman.  A tip that is too low is insulting while a tip that is too high can be interpreted 
by the recipient “as an attempt to transform an employer-employee relationship into a 
master-servant relationship.”  Other studies explore the ways that economic exchanges 
affect relationships between art dealers and artists (Velthuis 2005), Filipina hostesses and 
their Japanese clients (Parrenas 2010), sex workers and their clients (Bernstein 2010; 
Hoang 2005), egg donors and staff at fertility centers (Haylett 2012), and others (e.g. 
Wherry 2012B; Whitford 2012). 
  Although they do not use the term 'relational work,' scholars in the anthropology 
and sociology of rituals highlight some rituals' power to symbolically redefine the 
constellation of relationships that exist in a given community or society (Deflem 1991; 
Durkheim 2001; Metcalf and Huntington 1991; Turner 1995).  Van Gennep (1960) 
describes what he labels 'rites of passage,' which are “ceremonies whose essential 
purpose is to enable the individual to pass from one well-defined position to another 
which is equally well defined” (3).  In other words, these are rituals that facilitate the 
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transition of an individual or group from one social status to another.   Funerals are one 
kind of rite of passage (Suzuki 2000; Van Gennep 1960).11 The person who has died 
symbolically leaves the status of 'alive' and takes on the status of 'deceased.'12  By 
facilitating this transition, the ritual reorganizes the social relationships in which the 
deceased was embedded.  A wife becomes a widow; a child becomes an orphan; a 
subordinate becomes the head of the household.  Such transitions shape the way these 
individuals act within, and are treated by, the community at large. 
 Cultural groups around the world and throughout history have approached this 
work in myriad ways, each complete with practices with equally varied meanings built on 
very different understandings of how the world works.  For example, until the 1960s the 
Wari of Brazil engaged in ritualized cannibalism during funeral rites (Conklin 1995).  For 
the Wari, the eating of the deceased's flesh, organs, and occasionally bones represented 
the highest form of respect for the dead.  Cannibalism served as one element in a larger 
ritual structure that transformed the deceased's body from its “human to animal form” so 
the deceased could be regenerated – as his or her ancestors had been at the times of their 
deaths - “as animals with ongoing, life-supporting relations to their living relatives” 
(239).  Interestingly, it was not the deceased's closest relatives that ate the remains, but it 
was instead only those related by marriage or non-kin, and this action was defined as a 
service that they provided to the deceased's blood relatives. In so doing, those who eat the 
                                                 
11
  Others include births, marriages, initiations, and transitions to adulthood. 
12
  This redefinition does not mean that the deceased no longer plays a role in the lives of the living.  Recent 
work in the sociology of death and dying explores the many ways that the deceased continues to play a role 
in the day to day life of surviving loved ones (Howarth 2000A; Klass, Silverman, and Nickman 1996; 
Mitchell 2007). 
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flesh demonstrate respect for both the deceased and the deceased's kin while reaffirming 
their own intimate ties to the bereaved. 
 In the American context, the funeral ritual is facilitated by professionals13 and 
almost universally enacted with the context of a market for goods and services provided 
by those professionals (Barley 1983; Breckenridge 2002; Garces-Foley 2006; Torres 
1988), but this fact does nothing to change the fact that the ritual itself, if managed and 
performed correctly, symbolically redefines existing social relationships.  The products 
and services consumers purchase contribute to the redefinition of their own relationships 
with the deceased, the relationship between the deceased and the community, and the 
consumers' relationships with the community as a whole.  All purchases are made within, 
and profoundly shaped by, this context.  Economic action, then, becomes ritual action, 
and as such gains a significance that is ignored by hostile-worlds proponents.   
 
A TYPOLOGY OF CHOICE 
 I began this chapter with a critique of Von Mises’ argument that all human action 
is driven by choice.  To Von Mises, and much of modern economics and other disciplines 
that draw on rational choice theory, we, as human beings, live in a world of limitless 
options.  In our daily lives, we may say we ‘have to’ go to work, attend a social event, or 
pick up the kids after school, but we do not actually have to do any of these things.  We 
                                                 
13
  Much of the work examining funeral markets wrestles with the question of whether or not funeral 
directors are actually professionals (Torres 1983; Laderman 2003; Pine 1975); however, I am not 
concerned if they are or are not – in any objective sense – 'professionals.'  What matters here is that funeral 
directors define themselves as professionals and that that self-definition has a great deal of influence on 
how they conduct their work and run their businesses. 
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never ‘have’ to do anything.  We always choose our own course of action, and, regardless 
of whatever griping we may do, we have always chosen the option that best maximizes 
our personal pleasure and minimizes our personal pain.  The work described throughout 
this chapter, though, suggests that human beings do not act as Von Mises suggests.  
Forces like habit, meaning, and ritual obligation all influence action in profound ways.  In 
this section, I offer a ‘typology of choice’ that accounts for these forces.   
 The need for such a typology becomes clear when we think about what a ‘choice’ 
actually is.  Choice implies selection after consideration of at least two viable 
alternatives.
14
   To make a choice, then, a person must face at least two options, consider 
the costs and benefits attached to each, and then opt for one while forgoing the other.  To 
rational choice theorists, people make what I will refer to as ‘true choices.’  A person can 
be said to have made a true choice when an individual is truly aware of all of the options 
he or she faces, then seriously considers each of them before selecting one and forgoing 
all others.  While it is true that individuals always have a wide range of possible actions 
available to them, simply facing a range of options before acting does not imply that that 
individual made a choice. 
 Take the example of a young man preparing for work in the morning.  He 
showers, brushes his teeth, and then stands before a closet full of clothes.  While we can 
easily imagine him choosing which clothes to wear, it is extremely unlikely that he, at 
any point, made the decision to wear clothes.  He, like all of us, would be capable of 
walking out of his home in the nude.  While there would likely be consequences for 
                                                 
14
  I am grateful to Alya Guseva for suggesting this definition. 
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doing so (horrified neighbors, arrest, and so on), not getting dressed is an option; 
however, these consequences are not the reason we cover our bodies before going out 
into the public.  To say that I get dressed in the morning because I do not wish to get 
arrested is to say that I considered leaving home in the nude, realized that such an action 
would likely lead to my arrest, and then decided to wear clothes.  None of this happens. 
The ‘choice’ to wear clothes is no choice at all.  It is what I will refer to as a ‘non-
choice.’   
Such action is similar to Weber’s (1968) traditional social action (25) guided by 
custom (29), as well as what Biggart and Beamish (2003:454) call ‘habituated 
normativity,’ in which “largely tacit routinized views direct actor preferences, decision 
making, and hence behavior repertoires concerning ‘what ought to be.’”  In essence, then, 
a non-choice is one in which the consumer faces, objectively, a choice between 
alternative goods and services, but the consumer – for whatever reason – unreflexively 
‘chooses’ one option.  I wish to emphasize that I do not mean that a consumer considers, 
however briefly, alternatives and then quickly dismisses them; rather, a non-choice is one 
in which other options are never even considered.  The alternatives might as well not 
exist. 
There are many situations, though, in which consumers do consider alternatives.  I 
will refer to any decision made after consideration of alternatives as a ‘genuine choice,’ 
and I offer two different types of genuine choices: weak choices and strong choices.   A 
‘weak choice’ occurs in those situations in which an individual does briefly consider 
among alternatives, but quickly dismisses them or is only vaguely aware of them.  In 
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such situations, the final choice is driven by social norms or pressure that make it very 
unlikely that the individual will seriously consider alternatives or, if he or she does 
seriously consider alternatives, act on the desire to choose something other than that 
which is socially expected or prescribed.  I want to emphasize here, though, that weak 
choices are not simply about social pressure.  Weak choices can certainly be driven by 
intense social pressure but they are just as easily (and probably more often) driven by the 
not-quite-mindless adherence to what is proper.  For example, if the young man described 
above is not preparing for work, but is instead on his way to a wedding in which he will 
serve as the best man, then he will be expected to wear a tuxedo.  As he dresses, he may 
fantasize about discarding the uncomfortable tux in favor of a tee shirt and jeans.  
Ultimately, though, such fantasies remain fantasies.  He is very capable of dressing in 
jeans and a tee shirt, getting into the car, and driving to the wedding, but he never 
seriously considers that line of action.     
 In contrast, a ‘strong choice’ occurs in those situations in which the individual 
does seriously consider among a range of alternatives and then chooses an option.  
Imagine our young man has returned from work and is now preparing for a date.  He 
stands before his closet and is in the process of deciding what to wear.  In making his 
choice, he will think about what he wants from his date (a long-term relationship, a fling, 
a friend), his sense of what his date expects from him (a long-term relationship, a fling, a 
friend), his sense of what his date is attracted to (kind and considerate or dominant and 
decisive), and a host of other factors.  Should he wear an expensive suit to signal power?  
Or maybe jeans and a tee shirt to signal that he is not concerned with appearances?  
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Something else?  Regardless of what he decides, he does face a real choice here; 
however, even these strong choices are not true choices.  Our young man chooses, as do 
all of us, from a range of options provided by the cultures in which we are embedded.  A 
suit fits within the range of clothing that is socially acceptable for a male to wear on a 
date, as do jeans and tee shirts.  A pillow case, a large lampshade, or a bundle of leaves, 
however, do not, and so he would not consider (in any sense of the word) wearing any of 
them.  As ridiculous as it might sound, a person who truly considers every available 
option (i.e. a person making a true choice) would have to consider these ‘alternatives.’ 
 Throughout this dissertation, I will describe a variety of actions as non-choices, 
weak choices, and strong choices; none of the actions I examine will meet the criteria for 
a true choice.  To further illustrate the differences of these concepts, I conclude this 
section by imagining how a consumer in need of a funeral home might come to contact 
one funeral home over all of the other available providers. 
 As I will explore in Chapter 4, the majority of consumers do not ‘choose’ a 
funeral provider.  Many, for instance, have ‘family funeral homes’ to which they return 
time after time without ever thinking about the possibility of choosing another seller.  A 
consumer who acts in this way has made a non-choice. 
 A consumer who makes a weak choice is more reflexive than one who makes a 
non-choice.  Imagine a man whose mother has passed away, and now he needs a funeral 
provider.  His family has traditionally used a local funeral home called Regan’s, but he 
recently attended a co-worker’s service at a funeral home located about 15 miles from his 
home town called Korzenowski’s.  Korzenowski’s had better parking, friendlier staff, and 
52 
 
 
 
a ‘homier’ feel, so he would have preferred to hold his mother’s service there, but he 
dismissed possibility almost immediately.  The family expected the service would be held 
at Regan’s, plus the distance from the community would have made it difficult for many 
to attend, especially his mother’s elderly friends and relatives.  In this case, the consumer 
did not act unreflexively.  He considered an alternative, but his consideration was never 
‘serious.’  It is this awareness of alternatives that distinguishes non-choices from weak 
choices.  Alternatives never enter the consciousness of those making non-choices,
15
 but 
they do enter the consciousness of those making weak choices, even if those alternatives 
are dismissed almost immediately. 
Contrast this man with a woman whose elderly uncle has passed away with no 
immediate family of his own, so she steps up and volunteers to arrange the funeral.  She 
has never arranged a funeral before and her own family funeral home closed years before, 
so she picks up the phone book and sees that there are nine funeral homes in the area.  
She calls each to request prices, goes online to read reviews, and contacts the Better 
Business Bureau to check for any outstanding complaints against any of them.  After this 
research, she chooses a funeral home with a great reputation and reasonable prices.  
Ultimately, we can say that the made a strong choice because she seriously considered a 
broad range of alternatives, and it is this consideration that distinguishes weak from 
strong choices.  Those who make weak choices are aware of alternatives but do not really 
                                                 
15
  I do not mean to argue that those who make non-choices literally do not know that alternatives exist.  In 
the case of the man who unreflexively returns to the family funeral home again and again, it would almost 
unthinkable to imagine that he literally does not know that other funeral homes are out there.  What I am 
arguing, though, is that these alternatives never enter his consciousness when he finds himself in need of a 
funeral provider.  In other words, he knows that funeral homes other than his family funeral home exist, but 
they might as well not exist at the moment of his ‘decision.’ 
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consider them, while those who make strong choices are both aware of alternatives and 
seriously consider them.   
It is important to point out, though, that people make strong choices within the 
context of a cultural system that determines the individual’s understanding of what is and 
is not a viable alternative.  For instance, a consumer making a strong choice is likely to 
focus exclusively on funeral homes without ever considering the possibility of hiring a 
consultant specializing in assisting the bereaved hold funerals in their own homes.  It is 
these strong choices that most closely resemble Beckert’s (2003) intentionally rational 
actor. 
Finally, we can contrast strong choices with true choices.  There are two 
differences between the two.  First, a person making a true choice would possess the 
cognitive capacity to consider the entire universe of possible choices available, where a 
person making a strong choice deals with a relatively narrow, therefore manageable, set 
of options.  As I discussed earlier in this chapter, a great deal of research suggests that 
people lack this capacity.  Second, an individual making a true choice would not be 
constrained by what is culturally prescribed or expected.  Where the consumer making a 
strong choice would not have considered bypassing funeral homes, the person making a 
true choice would, as well as every other possible way of disposing of the remains, up to 
and including abandoning the body so that it becomes someone else’s problem.16   
                                                 
16
  I understand that the image of abandoning a body is quite crude, and I apologize to any reader who may 
find it offensive, but I feel it is important to point out that a person who truly considers all options would, 
by definition, consider this ‘option’ even though it is offensive and unthinkable to others.  It is only by 
considering what it really means to make a true choice can we see just how unrealistic it is to imagine a 
person actually making one. 
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CONCLUSION 
I conceptualize market actors as individuals operating in markets that are 
constituted by culturally constructed systems of meaning.  In the case of funeral markets, 
this system of meanings emerges from a combination of our cultural understandings of 
the death ritual and the symbols, practices, and obligations embedded in our network of 
social relationships.  Within this context, much of what buyers and sellers do is culturally 
prescribed, and, thus, much of what people do in these markets are non-choices.  There 
are two types of situations in which an individual may be confronted by a genuine choice 
(whether a weak or strong choice).  First, there are some situations in which cultural rules 
create the space for individual choice.  As I will argue in Chapter 5, for instance, funeral 
consumers are overwhelmingly expected to purchase a casket, but they do have a great 
deal of leeway over which casket to purchase.  Second, people make genuine choices 
when they are confronted by novel situations, and it is during these novel situations that 
they experience uncertainty.  In Chapter 4, for instance, I make the case that most funeral 
consumers make a non-choice when choosing a funeral home; however, there are times 
when the cultural rules that shape how consumers choose funerals break down.  In such 
instances, consumers construct new lines of action by applying alternative social 
understandings of appropriateness within the constraints of the resources that are 
available.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS AND DATA 
 
The goal of this project was to gain an understanding of how actors in funeral 
markets make sense of themselves, other market actors, and the products they buy and 
sell in order to explore the impacts of those understandings (and the actions they 
generate) on the functioning of markets as a whole.  The majority of research looking at 
funeral markets has relied upon the use of data gathered through surveys (AARP 1999A, 
1999B, 2000; Bern-Klug, Ekerdt, and Wilkinson 1999; Choi-Allum 2007; Kopp 2007A; 
McChesney 1990; Simmons 1975; Wirthlin 1990; Wirthlin 1995) and has not been the 
focus of sustained qualitative work.  While knowledge generated from surveys is 
undeniably useful (and I draw heavily on survey findings throughout this text), surveys 
are unable to allow for the exploration how people make sense of the world in which they 
live or the meanings they attach to their (and others’) actions.  Surveys are similarly 
limited in that they only allow researchers to measure those elements of the social world 
that the researcher is already aware of; in other words, you can only ask questions about 
things that you already know exist.   
In order to explore market actors’ meanings and actions, I conducted a total of 56 
semi-structured interviews with funeral directors and funeral consumers in 
Massachusetts.  The semi-structured interview format allows for a much deeper 
exploration of the consumers’ and directors’ experiences than is possible using surveys 
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(Charmaz 2008).  This more conversational style allows novel information to surface, 
information that would otherwise remain hidden.  
I focused on consumers and directors because they are the most important groups 
operating in funeral markets.  Others – such as clergy, government regulators, casket 
suppliers, monument dealers, and cemetery operators – are all important players in the 
market for funeral services, but the majority of the economic exchanges take place in 
funeral homes between funeral directors and consumers.  It is their actions that drive this 
market. 
The length of the interviews varied widely - everywhere from just over half an 
hour to just under four hours - but most were in the two to three hour range.  In the 
majority of cases, the interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed.  Five 
interviewees - four directors and one consumer - did not wish to be recorded.  In these 
cases, I relied on handwritten notes, which were transcribed as soon as possible after the 
interview was completed.  I used Atlas.ti 5.2 to code and analyze all transcripts and 
interview notes.  Appendix A and Appendix B provide the final interview schedules for 
funeral consumers and funeral directors, respectively. 
 
RECRUITING FUNERAL CONSUMERS 
I interviewed a total of 31 funeral consumers in Massachusetts (see Table 3-1 for 
descriptions).  Each had arranged a funeral in Massachusetts for a friend or loved one at 
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some point.
17
  While I did not place a limit on how recent the experience must have been, 
I made an effort to ensure that subjects' experiences were no more than ten years in the 
past.
18
  In order to give potential interviewees time to process their loss, I did not 
approach potential informants until a minimum of three months has passed since the 
purchase of services
19
 (see Bern-Klug, Ekerdt, and Wilkinson 1999). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
17  
In a few cases, interviewees discussed additional experiences arranging funerals in other states.  I 
included data from these experiences in cases in which location would be irrelevant (for example, strategy 
for choosing a funeral home). 
18
  My original research design limited me to individuals who had arranged a funeral within the past year, 
but this restriction proved untenable.  I simply could not find enough individuals who had arranged a 
funeral within a year of when I contacted them. 
19
  In one instance, I did interview a female subject about her experiences arranging a funeral for a loved 
one who had died about two weeks before the interview.  When I scheduled the interview, I had been under 
the impression that we would be speaking about a family member who had committed suicide several years 
before, but when I arrived she revealed that she had just arranged for her father's burial.  We ended up 
discussing both experiences. 
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Table 3-1: Funeral Consumers’ Characteristics 
 
 
 
 
I encountered a variety of difficulties recruiting funeral consumers.  When I began 
recruiting, I had originally planned to use the information on death certificates to contact 
Pseudonym Date of Interview Sex Race
Total 
Funerals 
Arranged
Samantha Gocci April 2009 F Caucasian 1
Gerry Gocci April 2009 M Caucasian 5
May Lambert April 2009 F Caucasian 3
Fran Adams May 2009 F Caucasian 2
Gina Moretti May 2009 F Caucasian 3
Priscilla Toscano September 2009 F Caucasian 1
Steve Bowman October 2009 M Caucasian 1
Kelly Squires October 2009 F Caucasian 1
Linda Malone October 2009 F Caucasian 2
Brian East October 2009 M Caucasian 1
Audrey Wallace October 2009 F Caucasian 2
Andrew Jenkins December 2009 M Caucasian 2
Dana Fuller December 2009 F Caucasian 1
Thomas Lauzon December 2009 M Caucasian 1
Karen Hicks December 2009 F Caucasian 1
Elliot Whitt December 2009 M Caucasian 2
Miriam Jones December 2009 F Caucasian 1
Olivia Edwards January 2010 F Caucasian 1
Janie Hodgson January 2010 F Caucasian 2
Megan Williams January 2010 F Caucasian 2
Kristi Bethea January 2010 F Caucasian 1
Sarah Jones January 2010 F Caucasian 1
Robert Griffis January 2010 M Caucasian 1
Cathy Huson January 2010 F Caucasian 2
Mary Mote January 2010 F Caucasian 1
Evelyn Donnellan February 2010 F Caucasian 1
Phillip Tallant February 2010 M Caucasian 1
Maria Tallant February 2010 F Caucasian 1
Chris Landa March 2010 M Caucasian 2
Penelope Lorch August 2010 F Caucasian 2
Suzie Walters August 2010 F
African 
American
2
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family members of deceased Massachusetts residents.
20
  I sent fifty letters, which led to 
two interviews.  Additionally, I contacted bereavement counselors throughout the state 
and requested that they pass on information about my project to their clients.  I sent 
letters to twenty-five bereavement counselors, and these contacts yielded two interviews.  
Finally, I attempted to make contact with members of a variety of funeral consumer 
groups, but these attempts did not lead to any interviews.  Ultimately, I had to rely on a 
combination of personal and business contacts to put me in touch with an initial pool of 
informants, many of whom then referred me to friends or family members who had 
arranged funerals. 
 Interviews with each consumer focused on a variety of topics surrounding the 
arrangement of the funeral, such as his or her relationship to the deceased, the process of 
choosing a funeral home, the process of choosing goods and services when at the funeral 
home, the prices of these goods and services, the process of interacting with the funeral 
director, and the experience of the services themselves.  
 
RECRUITING FUNERAL DIRECTORS 
I interviewed a total of 25 funeral directors (see Table 3-2 for descriptions).  
Funeral directors were recruited using a combination of convenience, snowball, and 
purposive sampling.  I selected an initial sample of five funeral directors purely on the 
                                                 
20
  Death certificates list the name and address of an 'informant,' the person who provides the funeral 
director with the information about the deceased that is required to complete the form.  In the majority of 
cases, the informant is the (or one of the) consumers responsible for arranging the services.   
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basis of convenience in order to pilot test the interview schedule.  From this initial 
sample, I asked for referrals to other funeral directors who might be willing to be 
interviewed, and I then contacted these individuals and requested interviews.  As the 
process of data collection and analysis continued, sampling became increasingly 
dominated by purposive sampling in response to themes emerging in the data.  At various 
points in the data collection process, sampling became focused on one or more the 
following types of funeral directors: minority funeral directors, owners of funeral homes 
catering to a primarily minority client base, founders of funeral homes, and funeral 
directors employed (whether at the time of the interview or at some point in his or her 
professional past) by a corporate funeral home. 
 Interviews with funeral directors focused broadly on their careers as funeral 
directors, the day-to-day life of a funeral director, their interactions with consumers, and 
the general operation of a funeral home. As not all funeral directors are familiar with the 
operation of the business, I generally sought to interview the owner or owners of each 
funeral home rather than those who were simply employed at the funeral home.  When 
owners were unable to meet with me, I would then ask to interview a funeral director 
employed at the home.  Of the 25 funeral directors I interviewed, 18 were owners (or co-
owners) of funeral homes. 
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Table 3-2: Funeral Directors’ Characteristics 
 
 
 
 
WHY MASSACHUSETTS? 
I focused on Massachusetts for several reasons.  First, the Massachusetts 
Department of Professional Licensure (MDPL) requires that all funeral homes be 
registered with the state, and the list of licensed funeral homes is publicly available for a 
nominal fee.  The MDPL list provides the name of the funeral home, its owner, and its 
Pseudonym Date of Interview Sex Race Position
Claudia Nash January 2009 Female Caucasian Owner
Joseph Riley January 2009 Male Caucasian Owner
Patricia Williams January 2009 Female African American Owner
Bryan Hartwell January 2009 Male Caucasian Employee
Leslie Rogers April 2009 Female Caucasian Employee
Jake Stricker April 2009 Male Caucasian Owner
Wendy Cardillo April 2009 Female Caucasian Owner
Greg Centers January 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Sam Lorenzo Sr January 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Sam Lorenzo Jr January 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Frank Addison January 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Roger Mathis January 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Jeffrey Gallo March 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Arthur Gallo March 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
John Akridge March 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Ray Monaldo March 2010 Male Caucasian Owner
Naomi Warner March 2010 Female Caucasian Owner
Glenn Demarco July 2010 Male Caucasian Employee
Ted Reyer July 2010 Male Caucasian Employee
Tabatha D. July 2010 Female
Non-African 
American Minority
Owner
Hillary Basta July 2010 Female Caucasian Employee
Kurt Haff August 2010 Male Caucasian Employee
Erik Sambrano August 2010 Male Caucasian Employee
Hugh M. August 2010 Male
Non-African 
American Minority
Owner
Darryl Keena August 2010 Male African American Owner
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address, and the availability of this master list made the process of recruiting funeral 
directors much simpler than it would have otherwise been.   
Second, while funerals are regulated at the federal level, each state also regulates 
its funeral industry.  Focusing on one state ensures that all funeral homes included in the 
study are operating within the same legal framework.   
Finally, Massachusetts state regulations prohibit funeral homes from owning 
cemeteries, flower shops, crematories, or any other business related to the funeral 
ritual.  This separation of funeral homes from all other funeral-related businesses ensures 
that all funeral homes included in the study can be directly compared to one another, as 
they each provide similar services.  Performing this research in a state without such 
regulations would complicate the analysis, as I would be forced to compare the 
experiences of funeral directors who worked in funeral homes that were structured in a 
wide variety of ways, as well as consumers who made purchases from different kinds of 
funeral homes.  In the absence of these regulations, some funeral homes might own 
cemeteries, while others might own flower shops and sell memorial stones, and still 
others might own none of these other businesses connected to the funeral ritual. 
 
ETHICAL CONCERNS 
 Research that asks participants to spend time describing their experiences with 
death and dying poses a variety of ethical challenges, some of which are inherent to all 
research and some that are unique to studying the bereaved.  In my case, I asked both 
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consumers and funeral directors about the loss of loved ones.  In the course of the 
interviews, we delved quite deeply into the events surrounding their loss, their emotional 
reactions (both short- and long-term), and their experiences before, during, and after the 
funeral.  The death of a loved one is an emotionally devastating experience, and the 
discussion of funeral arrangements lends itself to expressions of sadness and pain.   
 While designing and conducting this research, I was guided by standards set down 
by bereavement researchers as well as the ethical principles of The Belmont Report 
(National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and 
Behavioral Research 1979), the document that defined ethical standards for human 
subjects research.  The Belmont Report discusses three major ethical guidelines: respect 
for persons, beneficence, and justice.  While the issue of justice did not seem to pose any 
significant problems for my research,
21
 there were potential issues related to respect for 
persons and beneficence.   
The Belmont Report defines ‘respect for persons’ as follows: “respect for persons 
incorporates at least two ethical convictions: first, that individuals should be treated as 
autonomous agents, and second, that persons with diminished authority are entitled to 
protection.  The principle of respect for persons thus divides into two separate moral 
requirements: the requirement to acknowledge autonomy and the requirement to protect 
                                                 
21
  The principle of justice refers to the distribution of the risks and benefits in research.  The Belmont 
Report states that no individual or group should bear a disproportionate portion of risks or receive a 
disproportionate portion of the benefits of a particular research project.  In essence, the principle of justice 
is intended to protect vulnerable populations from being targeted because of their “easy availability, their 
compromised position, or their manipulability.” 
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those with diminished autonomy.”  In order to meet the standard of respect for persons, 
the Belmont Report stipulates that informed consent must be obtained from all 
participants, but it is possible that those grieving the loss of a loved one may be incapable 
of providing informed consent, as the intensity of feeling associated with the loss of a 
loved one may prevent participants from fully assessing the potential costs of an 
interview.  As such, it is reasonable to ask if the bereaved are capable of giving consent.    
The grieving process varies considerably from person to person, so there is no 
clear ‘time limit’ to grieving.  Cook (1995) argues that the capacity for a bereaved 
individual to give consent varies widely from person to person and is dependent on such 
varied factors as individual psychology, the time since the death of the loved one, and the 
context in which the interview is conducted.  That being said, it seems reasonable to 
assume that grieving is, for most people, most intense soon after the death.  
Unfortunately, there is no ‘proper’ amount of time to wait to ensure that the individual is 
no longer grieving, as people grieve in a variety of ways within a wide variety of time 
frames (Gorer 1965; Howarth 2007B; Klass 2006).  In order to allow their respondents 
adequate time to process their loss, Bern-Klug, Ekerdt, and Wilkinson (1999) waited 
three to five months to approach potential respondents.  I imitated these researchers and 
waited a minimum of three months before initiating contact with any potential 
informants.   
 Still, though, most, if not all, of the bereaved experience some level of emotional 
upset during interviews.  Rosenblatt (1995) provides a set of guidelines for interviewing 
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the bereaved.  He argues that emotional pain is expected while discussing topics such as 
death, and that that pain is normal for the bereaved; however, the researcher needs to 
adjust when the emotional upset of the interviewee becomes intense.  Rosenblatt suggests 
that, when the interviewee experiences intense or overwhelming emotion, the interviewer 
move the discussion away from painful topics, skip questions that are likely to generate 
more emotional pain, and remind the interviewee that he or she can stop the interview.  
Rosenblatt refers to this technique as ‘processual consent.’  If the interviewee seems to be 
experiencing intense grief but declines to stop the interview, then he suggests the 
researcher end the interview anyway.  Fortunately, none of my interviewees wished to 
end interviews early, and I only encountered one situation in which I felt that an 
informant could no longer continue (despite his assertions that he could).   
The Belmont Report describes beneficence as attempts to secure the well-being of 
research subjects.  Researchers are required to “maximize possible benefits and minimize 
possible harms.”  Empirical studies have demonstrated that participants in bereavement 
studies do experience varying levels of distress.  In a study of parents who lost children to 
suicide, accidents, or sudden infant death syndrome, 73% of respondents reported the 
interview experience to be “a little painful and agonizing” (Dyregrov 2004:395).  About 
half of the participants in a study of funeral rituals “experienced intense emotions during 
the interview” (Cook and Bosley 1995:161).  Interestingly, though, not a single 
respondent in either study reported regretting his or her participation.  In fact, the 
overwhelming majority of participants stated that the experience was beneficial rather 
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than harmful.  Cook and Bosley (1995) asked their interview subjects what the 
interviewer had done to make the experience a positive one:  “the vast majority of 
respondents mentioned personal qualities and listening skills using such terms as 
empathy, warmth, caring, kind, gentle, human, understanding, sincere, non-judgmental, 
and interested” (166 – italics in original).  I did my best to express these characteristics 
during the interview process. 
 
METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 
There are two major methodological limitations to my study.  The first comes 
from the limits of my sample of funeral consumers.  As I described above, my initial 
attempt to generate a representative sample of Massachusetts funeral consumers using 
death certificates proved untenable, so the majority of consumers I spoke with were 
ultimately recruited from an initial pool of personal and business contacts as well as those 
individuals to whom I was referred from these contacts.  As a result, my sample of 
funeral consumers is fairly narrow, both in terms of race and class.  With the exception of 
one African American consumer, Suzie Walters, all of my interviewees are white.  My 
interviewees were more diverse in terms of their social class.  I spoke with students, 
retirees, fire-fighters, police officers, lawyers, and a host of others; however, none of the 
consumers I interviewed could be described as either ‘poor’ or ‘wealthy.’   
Ultimately, the lack of diversity limits my capacity to make certain types of 
claims with my data.  Based on these interviews alone, I cannot claim generalizability, 
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nor can I claim that I have described the full range of what consumers do or experience 
when they arrange funerals; however, I attempted to ameliorate these problems by 
speaking with funeral directors with racially and economically diverse customer bases.  
In addition, when possible, I compared my findings to those reported from surveys 
conducted by government agencies, non-profit groups, and professional organizations 
(described in Appendix C).  Both the funeral directors and the survey findings have 
largely supported the claims I make throughout this text. 
The second major limitation of my study comes from my use of the interview 
method to gather data.  While interviews are well suited to exploring individuals’ 
understandings of their situations and actions, they are less well-suited for other tasks.  
For instance, I asked both consumers to describe how they approached the arrangement 
process and directors to describe how they run their businesses.  Because I was not there 
to observe their actions, I cannot independently verify any of the stories I heard.  
Interviewees may have forgotten key pieces of information, left out details that they felt 
painted them in a bad light, or simply lied.  While it is impossible for me to ever know 
for sure that what my interviewees reported to me was true, I did my best to push them to 
the limits of their memory and their willingness to discuss their experiences with me.  For 
instance, when it seemed an interviewee’s memory was failing, I would approach the 
same topic from multiple angles to see if I could spark the memory of the action, event, 
or feeling I hoped to discuss.  In addition, I did not rely on individual reports of 
individual events to build my argument; rather, my findings focus on the patterns of 
68 
 
 
 
responses from many interviewees over many interviews.  Throughout the text, when I 
quote an individual, I use that individual’s statement to represent an idea or position 
general throughout at least some subsection of individuals in the sample.   
The problem that remains is the possibility that any misinformation (whether 
intentional or unintentional) that might have been conveyed was not a product of an 
individual failure of memory or an effort to conceal unflattering information, but rather a 
feature of the way a group of people discuss funeral services.  It is possible, for instance, 
that interviewees’ words may have been more a reflection of how we talk about funerals 
than accurate descriptions of what they actually did.  While I acknowledge that this is 
certainly a possibility, I doubt that such social rules had much of an effect on funeral 
consumers.  As a society, we spend very little time discussing funeral arrangements, so it 
is unlikely that there are any particularly strong social pressures to discuss the 
experiences in particular ways.  Funeral directors, on the other hand, passed through long 
periods of professional socialization that has led them to discuss funeral arrangements in 
very particular ways.  Funeral directors often seemed to be using a ‘standardized’ 
language (typically acquired as a child growing up in a funeral home or while training at 
mortuary school) to describe funerals, their businesses, and their professional role.  In 
other words, their professional socialization was largely successful, and, as our 
professional socialization has enormous impacts on the way we work, it was this same 
professional socialization that I was interested in learning about during the interviews. 
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CHAPTER 4: CHOOSING A FUNERAL HOME 
 
 While the concept of embeddedness (Granovetter 1985) and the network theory 
implied in it have dominated sociological explorations of market phenomena (Lie 1997; 
Krippner 2001; Swedberg 2005), there is one important group of market actors that has 
not been the subject of much scrutiny by network scholars or economic sociologists in 
general: individual consumers.
22,23
  Economic sociologists have focused their attention on 
the impact of networks on phenomena such as firm performance (Uzzi 1996, 1997, 1999) 
and labor markets (Granovetter 1997; Kmec 2007; Lin 1999; Lin and Dumin 1986; 
Mouw 2003).  Without consumers, though, there are no markets.  Consumers purchase 
the products that firms produce and, in so doing, create firms’ incentives to produce.     
This chapter explores one aspect of consumer action: the funeral consumer’s 
choice of seller.  When a person enters the funeral market, he or she is faced with a series 
of decisions for which he or she is likely unprepared, and the first is the question of 
which funeral home will handle the deceased loved one’s remains and manage the funeral 
service.  I argue that the selection of a funeral home is – as network theory would predict 
– shaped to a large extent by the consumer’s network connections; however, my 
explanation for why consumers rely on social networks differs from that offered by 
network theorists.  Network theory, and economic sociology as a whole, emerged out of a 
dialogue with economics, and a major part of that legacy is a concern with the degree to 
                                                 
22
 Notable exceptions include Biggart (1989), DiMaggio and Louch (1998), Guseva (2005), Karpik (2010), 
Smith (1990), Zelizer (2005B), and Zuckerman (unpublished). 
23
 I recognize that the sociology of consumption literature does focus on consumer action, but there is 
surprisingly little connection between work in economic sociology and the sociology of consumption. 
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which economic actors are ‘rational.’  Much of what has emerged within network theory 
presents economic agents as facing ‘uncertainty’ (Mizruchi and Stearns 2001; Podolny 
1994), and this uncertainty prevents them from acting ‘rationally,’ even when they would 
like to do so.  Beckert (1996), for instance, sees people as ‘intentionally rational,’ by 
which he means that people want to act rationally, but they lack the capacity to do so.   
When faced with such uncertainty, agents fall back on social norms and rules – what 
Beckert labels ‘social devices’ - to guide them. 
While I do not wish to dismiss the importance of uncertainty, I will argue here 
that the dialogue with economics has led economic sociologists to overstate the 
importance of uncertainty in economic action and understate the importance of social 
norms and rules.  Historically, much of economic exchange has been heavily (and in 
many cases exclusively) governed by such social devices (Patterson 2005; Polanyi 2001; 
Sahlins 1972; Strathern and Stewart 2005; Yan 2005), and it is puzzling that 
contemporary arguments see modern social devices as the solution to some problem, a 
problem that only exists if we assume that economic actors possess an inherent desire to 
be ‘rational.’  I see no reason to make such an assumption.24,25   
                                                 
24
  I make no claim to be alone in making this argument.  The idea that individuals do not seek to be 
intentionally rational is included in a variety of forms in many different theoretical perspectives.  See, for 
instance, the work of the new institutionalists (DiMaggio and Powell 1991; Nee 2005). 
25
  I do not intend to argue that these individuals never try to be rational, only that we should not assume 
that economic actors make efforts to maximize in all instances.  It is likely that the degree to which people 
do try to maximize is connected to the purchase they make.  I suspect, for instance, that consumers are 
much more likely to engage in intentionally rational behavior when buying a car than when arranging a 
funeral. 
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Instead of thinking of social devices as something that people fall back on when 
they encounter uncertainty, I argue instead that social devices are the default guide for 
economic action.  In the case of funeral markets, people act within the context of their 
social relationships, and it is the obligations and meanings embedded in these 
relationships that help them decide what they will do.  Within this context, people only 
encounter uncertainty when these social devices fail, which, in funeral markets, they 
rarely do.  As a consequence, the ‘choice’ of funeral home is most often a non-choice 
rather than a genuine choice.   
I begin the chapter with a review of the concept of uncertainty and its implications 
for funeral markets.  I then move on to describe how members of my sample found 
themselves hiring one funeral director or funeral home rather than another.  While very 
few of the consumers I spoke with can be said to have made a choice among funeral 
homes, a few did, and I conclude the chapter by exploring three such cases.  In each of 
these cases, the social devices that typically shape how consumers search for funeral 
homes broke down for some reason, so these consumers did face some level of 
uncertainty.  When faced with such uncertainty, these consumers either fell back on 
alternative cultural understandings of socially appropriate action or sought alternative 
means to complete culturally sanctioned rituals.  In other words, when the standard social 
response failed, consumers employ alternative strategies to accomplish their goals, but 
even these alternative strategies are profoundly shaped by the cultural milieu in which 
they are embedded. 
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 Throughout this chapter, I draw primarily on my semi-structured interviews with 
Massachusetts funeral directors and consumers; however, I also draw on findings from 14 
surveys conducted by both professional and governmental organizations.  Seven of these 
asked consumers whether or not they have comparison shopped for funeral goods and 
services, and I draw on the findings from these surveys throughout the chapter (see Table 
4-1 and Table 4-2).  In addition, eight of these surveys asked consumers why they chose a 
particular funeral home.  I address this second group of surveys in Appendix C, where I 
summarize their findings and perform additional analyses of them to explore their 
implications for the argument I present in this chapter.     
 
UNCERTAINTY AND NETWORKS 
 Network theory emerged as economic sociology’s dominant paradigm after the 
publication of Mark Granovetter’s “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem 
of Embeddedness” in 1985 and the sub-discipline’s subsequent dialogue with rational 
choice economics.  In short, economic sociologists and other scholars emphatically 
critiqued economists’ conception of economic agents as asocial, rational utility-
maximizers as both unrealistic and unhelpful for understanding much of what happens in 
markets.  The concept of 'uncertainty' similarly emerged in the context of economic 
sociology's dialogue with economics. 
Much of the argument about uncertainty comes from economic sociology’s 
various explorations of why human beings are inherently incapable of acting as the 
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relentless utility maximizers of rational choice theory (RCT).  Critics of RCT point out 
that people are unable to perform the type of rational calculation assumed by economists.  
People simply lack the cognitive capacity to constantly calculate the costs and benefits of 
all the options they are faced with (Kahneman 2003; Tversky and Kahnemann 1981); 
even if they possessed this ability, others point out, real human actors do not have access 
to the information that they would need to make these calculations (March and Simon 
1958; Karpik 2010; Swedberg, Himmelstrand, and Brulin 1990).  As such, economic 
actors face ‘uncertainty,’ which “is understood as the character of situations in which 
agents cannot anticipate the outcome of a decision and cannot assign probabilities to the 
outcome” (Beckert 1996:804).  For example, if Bob leaves his job to look for a new one, 
Bob cannot be said to have made a ‘rational’ decision (in economists’ terms) because 
Bob cannot know the probability of finding a new position, the length of time he would 
likely spend unemployed, or the compensation he could expect to receive from whatever 
job he eventually gets. 
For Beckert (2009), such uncertainty “provides the background to the 
embeddedness of economic action” and “is a critical element in the dynamics of markets” 
(251).  In the face of such uncertainty, economic actors are far from rational in the 
economists’ sense, but Beckert does assert that economic actors are ‘intentionally 
rational’ in that “they want to achieve a goal that optimizes their utility, but do not know 
the best means to apply for realizing this goal” (Beckert 1996:819).  In essence, then, 
economic actors strive to achieve rationality but are unable to do so.  Such actors are 
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forced to rely on “social ‘devices’ that restrict their flexibility and create a rigidity in the 
responses to changes in an uncertain environment” (Beckert 1996:819 – emphasis in 
original).  In other words, economic agents fall back on social norms, habits, traditions, 
and the like when faced with uncertainty that does not allow them to act effectively 
outside of the context of such social devices.  Beckert makes the prediction that the 
greater the uncertainty that exists in any given situation, the greater degree that behavior 
will be shaped by these ‘social devices’ rather than behavior that approximates (but never 
attains) rationality. 
While economic actors, in general, are uncertain about a great many things, 
consumers are generally thought to face two kinds of uncertainty.  First, consumers do 
not know the intentions of their exchange partners (Beckert 2009; Karpik 2010).  If Bob, 
for instance, decided to hire a career consultant to help him with his job search, Bob 
cannot know for certain whether the career consultant actually intends to help him or 
instead plans to cheat him out of his money.  The consultant may deliver services as 
promised or may instead act ‘opportunistically’ – action Williamson defines as “the use 
of guile in the pursuit of one's own interest” (1994:81).  Second, consumers are generally 
not in a position to assess the quality of the goods and services they purchase (Akerloff 
1970; Karpik 2010), as Bob would have no way of knowing if the job consultant actually 
has the skills needed to help him find a job (and neither would the consultant!). 
In addition, these uncertain actors do not – as rational choice theorists argue - 
exist as independent agents that make decisions based solely on their personal desires; 
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instead, people are embedded in complex networks of social relationships that guide, 
constrain, and enable their behavior.  These social networks can often function to reduce 
the uncertainty that actors face in markets.  Theorists have pointed out three ways in 
which network relations reduce market uncertainty. 
First, social networks provide actors – be they individuals or firms - with 
information (Granovetter 2005; Smith-Doerr and Powell 2005).  For instance, job seekers 
rely on social connections for information about job opportunities (Granovetter 1973; 
Granovetter 1995), and firms rely on their ties to other firms to help them stay on top of 
market trends (Uzzi 1999; Uzzi and Lancaster 2003).  Second, networks constrain actors 
to socially acceptable behavior (Granovetter 1985; Granovetter 2005).  Since actors care 
about their ties to others, they are discouraged from violating local norms, as such 
behavior that threatens their personal and professional relationships.  Such constraint 
reduces uncertainty by making economic exchanges more predictable and by reducing 
the likelihood of opportunism.  Finally, network connections facilitate trust between 
exchange partners that allows exchange to occur even though neither actor can 
(objectively) know for certain that the other will not act opportunistically (Granovetter 
1985; Guseva and Rona-Tas 2001; Guseva 2005; Simpson and McGrimmon 2008; Uzzi 
1997). 
While most network theorists do not explore consumer transactions, DiMaggio 
and Louch (1998) study how consumers make use of their social networks, and they 
ultimately conclude that consumers use their network relations in two ways, both of 
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which are designed to minimize the uncertainty inherent in certain types of transactions.  
The first strategy, which they label ‘search embeddedness,’ involves the use of social ties 
to gather information about possible sellers to whom the buyer has no connection.  For 
example, a consumer in the market for a new stereo may ask friends and family about the 
various brands of stereos and the reputations of the different stores that sell stereos.  After 
listening to the recommendations, the consumer then purchases a stereo from a seller to 
whom he or she has no existing relationship.   
 For the most part, DiMaggio and Louch do not focus on search embeddedness; 
instead, they focus on the second strategy: ‘within-network exchange,’ which entails the 
purchase of a product from a member of one's own social network.  The authors argue 
that actors use within-network exchange when there is significant risk or uncertainty 
involved in the purchase.  For example, people are more likely to use personal networks 
to purchase a used car than they would to purchase a new car, as used cars represent a 
greater risk; however, consumers may incur significant costs when purchasing from 
friends.  They are limited in the number of potential sellers and buying a car from a friend 
may create the expectation of future reciprocity; however, the benefits of within-network 
exchange outweigh its costs in high risk transactions because “it embeds commercial 
exchange in a web of multiplex relations that extend over space and time, in effect 
holding the seller’s network hostage to appropriate role performance in the economic 
exchange” (634).  Others have similarly argued that within-network exchange can protect 
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buyers from opportunistic sellers (McGinn and Keros 2002; Simpson and McGrimmon 
2008). 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND FUNERAL MARKETS 
 So, is there uncertainty in funeral markets?  Depending on how uncertainty is 
conceptualized, the answer to this question would either be 'a great deal' or 'very little.'  
Much of the work done by scholars examining funeral markets suggests that funeral 
consumers should face a great deal of uncertainty.  Most consumers who enter the funeral 
market do so with limited information (Bern-Klug 2004; Kopp and Kemp 2007A; 
Sommer, Nelson, and Hoyt 1985), and many argue that the psychological effects of grief 
compounded by time constraints make it very difficult for consumers to make informed 
decisions (Simmons 1975A, 1975B; Bern-Klug, Ekerdt, and Wilkinson 1999; Gentry et. 
al. 1995; Kopp and Pullen 2003; Leming and Dickinson 2008), thus adding to the 
consumers’ difficulty.   
Under such circumstances, then, DiMaggio and Louch (1998) would likely 
predict that funeral consumers are likely to make extensive use of their social networks to 
find funeral service providers in order to minimize uncertainty, and that prediction would 
be borne out by the empirical evidence available.
26
  Given this situation, it would be easy 
to conclude that funeral consumers face a great deal of uncertainty, and, as critics of the 
                                                 
26
  In Appendix C, I analyze the findings of eight surveys that asked consumers why they contacted one 
funeral home rather than another.  My analysis shows that most consumers rely on family ties, personal 
relationships, and other connections that imply both search embeddedness and within-network exchange. 
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funeral industry argue, that they are vulnerable to the manipulations of opportunistic 
funeral directors (Bowman 1959; Carlson 1998; Harmer 1963; Mitford 196; Roberts 
1997; Sommer, Nelson, and Hoyt 1985; Young 1994); however, such a conclusion would 
be premature.   
While consumers do not generally know very much about the purchase of funeral 
goods and services, and they will almost always be emotionally upset (although it is 
unlikely they are completely debilitated), consumers do know what to do when someone 
dies: call the funeral director.  There is a difference between not understanding how a 
particular service is performed and not knowing what to do when in need of that service.  
For example, a heart patient in need of an operation does not face uncertainty because he 
or she does not know how to perform coronary artery bypass surgery.  Such a patient may 
experience fear, sadness, and anger when faced with such a diagnosis, but many in this 
situation would not experience uncertainty because they know exactly what to do: 
whatever the doctor tells them to do.  Lack of information and exposure to risk (maybe 
the doctor is lying or does not actually know how to perform the surgery) does not 
necessarily mean that one will act as if one is uncertain. 
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 In the case of funeral markets, there is evidence to suggest that funeral consumers 
are not as uncertain as they initially seem, or, at minimum, that they do not act as if they 
are uncertain.  One of the more compelling pieces of evidence has emerged in the wake 
of federal regulations passed in 1984 that were built on the argument that consumers 
lacked the information that they needed to make informed buying decisions (Kopp and 
Kemp 2007B; McChesney 1990).  These regulations were explicitly passed to help 
minimize consumer uncertainty.  Prior to their passage, it was difficult for consumers to 
get accurate price information for funeral services (Sommer, Nelson, and Hoyt 1985), but 
the Funeral Rule required funeral homes to provide a ‘general price list’ to any who 
requested one.  In addition, funeral homes are required to provide price information to 
anyone who calls and requests it.  As such, any consumer with a phone can survey the 
prices of every funeral home in his or her area in a matter of minutes.  While funeral 
consumers theoretically face uncertainty about many aspects of the funeral arrangement 
process, price uncertainty could easily be managed in funeral markets, yet surveys show 
that consumers only rarely seek to do so (see Table 4-1 and Table 4-2).  In addition, 
surveys taken before and after the passage of the Funeral Rule suggest that the increased 
availability of pricing information did not lead consumers to make use of such 
information to comparison shop (McChesney 1990).
27
 
                                                 
27
 The obvious critique here is that people are so emotionally devastated that they are incapable of 
comparison shopping, but that argument is problematic for a few reasons.  First, people do make use of 
their social networks to gather information.  If consumers can ask friends or co-workers for 
recommendation, why would they be unable to make phone calls to funeral homes?  Second, people are 
generally not as devastated as they are made out to be.  While some people are so overcome with emotion 
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Table 4-2: Comparison Shopping for Funeral Products: Detailed Table 
 
 
 
 In the case of the funeral market, there is evidence that consumers do make use of 
social networks to choose sellers, but that they may not act as if they face the uncertainty 
                                                                                                                                                 
that they are essentially disabled, there is no reason to believe that all, or even most, consumers react this 
way.  Third, consumers often draw on family and friend to help and support them through the process of 
making arrangements.  For instance, consumers often arrange services in groups (FTC 1982; Marks and 
Calder 1982; McChesney 1990).  Presumably, one or more people involved in the arrangement process 
would be less devastated than others and could suggest that the consumer price shop if the consumer did 
not think to do so on his or her own.  The fact that the overwhelming majority of funeral consumers still do 
not price shop indicates that there is much more to the rarity of comparison shopping than emotional 
devastation. 
Survey
Product/
Service Year Sample Question
Response 
Categories
Responses 
(% )
One 89
Two 6
Three 0
Four or more 0
Don't remember 2
Yes 3.9
No 95
Don't recall 1.1
One 94
Two 3
Three 1
Four or more 0
Do not remember 1
One 85
Two or more 11
Can't remember 4
Zero 12
One 69
Two or more 18
Don't Know 1
Refused <1
Zero 17
One 60
Two or more 18
Don't Know 4
Refused <1
Yes 20
No 79
Don't know <.5
Refused 1
1981 Federal Trade 
Commission Survey 
(Daniel 1988; 
McChesney 1990: 46)
Funeral 
Home
1981
1186 adults who 
had arranged a 
funeral
Number of Homes Contacted 
Attitudes Toward Death 
and Funerals (Marks and 
Calder 1982)
Funeral 
Home
1982
Approximately 290 
adults who had 
arranged a funeral
In making these funeral arrangements, did 
you call or go to more than one funeral home 
to compare services and prices?
1987 Federal Trade 
Commission Survey 
(Daniel 1988; 
McChesney 1990)
Funeral 
Home
1987
991 adults who 
had arranged a 
funeral
Number of Homes Contacted
1988 AARP Funeral 
Study (AARP 1999A:37)
Funeral 
Home
1988
675 adults over 45 
years old who had 
planned a funeral
How many funeral homes did you contact?
1999 AARP Funeral and 
Burial Planners Survey 
(AARP 1999A: 20)
Funeral 
Home
1999
531 adults over 50 
years old who had 
planned a funeral
How many different funeral homes did you 
contact (to discuss arrangements for the 
funeral / when you did the funeral pre-
planning)?
AARP Not-for-Profit and 
For-Profit Cemeteries 
Survey 2000 (AARP 
2000)
Cemetery 2000
558 adults over 50 
who had 
purchased a burial 
plot or other burial 
products
How many different cemeteries did you 
contact?
AARP 2007 Funeral and 
Burial Planners Survey 
(Choi-Allum 2007)
Funeral 
Home
2007
1087 adults over 
50 who pre-
planned or pre-
arranged a funeral
Have you ever done any comparative 
shopping of funerals or burials for yourself or 
someone else?
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that the existing literature would predict.  In an unpublished piece, Zuckerman
28
 argues 
that consumers can opt to choose exchange partners within their networks for reasons 
other than uncertainty, a factor that he points out is absent in many instances of within-
network exchange.  He describes three reasons why consumers may choose to use within-
network exchange rather than searching for products on the open market: control, 
compatibility, and constraint.  For Zuckerman, DiMaggio and Louch present within-
network exchange purely in terms of control.  Compatibility, on the other hand, implies a 
situation in which a buyer chooses a seller because they have similar backgrounds, 
personalities, or because they get along.  Constraint implies a situation in which a buyer 
chooses a within-network seller because the consumer feels compelled to choose that 
seller.  Zuckerman offers the example a homeowner who hires his son-in-law to complete 
a remodeling project; the homeowner felt he had no choice but to give the job to his son-
in-law.  To not do so would possibly damage his relationship with other family members.  
Zuckerman is careful to point out, though, that control, compatibility, and constraint are 
not necessarily the only reasons that people use within-network exchange; rather, he 
argues that the exclusive focus on control leaves us blind to other possible explanations 
of why consumers buy from people that they know.  
 My findings support Zuckerman’s position that consumers utilize within-network 
exchange for purposes other than the management of uncertainty.  In the next section, I 
draw on my interviews to explore the ways consumers choose funeral homes.  My data 
                                                 
28
  Used with permission from the author. 
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suggest that most do not really choose in any meaningful sense; rather, consumers make 
what I referred to as non-choices in the previous chapter. 
  
HOW DO CONSUMERS CHOOSE FUNERAL HOMES? 
This section draws on my interviews with funeral directors and consumers to 
explore how consumers in funeral markets come to purchase goods and services from one 
seller rather than another.  I argue that, overwhelmingly, consumers rely on within-
network exchange to choose a funeral home, but not primarily to reduce uncertainty.  In 
fact, the ways that consumers and funeral directors describe the process of choosing a 
funeral home suggests very little uncertainty on their part.   
 
‘Rational’ Criteria: Price, Amenities, and Advertising 
If we were to assume that consumers are rational utility maximizers, we would 
expect that certain factors would drive their selection of funeral home more than others.  
Chief among these would be the price of services and the amenities (size of the home, its 
appearance, and so on) offered by the home, but the home’s advertising would also play a 
role;
29
 however, my interviews suggest that these criteria seem to play a very minor role 
in the selection of the funeral home.   
                                                 
29
  I include advertising as a ‘rational’ criterion because there is a body of literature in economics that 
emphasizes advertising’s role in providing consumers with various kinds of information that help them 
choose among products and sellers.  In his review of the literature, Dukes (2008) points out, for instance, 
that advertisements can provide consumers with descriptions of products and their costs.  He also points out 
that, to some economists, advertisements “may provide consumers with valuable information beyond its 
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Table 4-1 and Table 4-2 report the findings of seven surveys conducted over 26 
years that asked consumers if they had done any comparison shopping prior to choosing a 
funeral provider, and it is striking how few consumers make an effort to compare prices 
and services across homes.  Out of all of the surveys, the greatest proportion of 
consumers who shopped around was the 20% of funeral pre-arrangers surveyed by the 
AARP in 2007 (Choi-Allum 2007).  Of the 31 consumers I interviewed, only two 
shopped around to compare prices.  Both Chris Landa, who arranged a funeral for his 
father, and May Lambert, who helped a friend arrange a home funeral for her deceased 
mother,
30
 called most, if not all, of the funeral homes in their area to compare prices.  
Both ultimately chose the cheapest firm that was close enough to the friends and family 
of the deceased to be practical.
31
  None of the other consumers comparison shopped. 
Data from the funeral directors similarly suggest that consumers do not shop 
around very often, with most reporting that very few of the families they serve find them 
by price shopping.  Overall, the funeral directors that I spoke with generally reported that 
less than 10% of their clients price shop, with many stating that fewer than 5% 
                                                                                                                                                 
explicit content by providing consumers with a ‘signal’ about the quality of the product” (520).  For 
example, consumers expect that a firm that produces a high quality product will advertise more than a firm 
that produces a low quality product.  Other scholars have similarly situated advertising as an element of 
consumers’ rational decision-making process.  See, for instance, Bagwell (2007), Bagwell and Ramey 
(1994), Becker and Murphy (1993), or Johnson and Myatt (2006). 
30
  In this case, they needed a funeral director to handle the cremation of the body, but the actual services 
(construction of the casket, the wake, the music, and so on) were handled by the friends and family of the 
deceased. 
31
  I explore both of these cases in greater detail later in the chapter. 
85 
 
 
 
comparison shop.
32
  Interestingly, though, there was a sense among some of the funeral 
directors that, while the majority of consumers do not shop around, the numbers who do 
are on the rise.  Some attributed this rise to the availability of information online (such as 
Leslie Rogers and Wendy Cardillo), a desire to move towards simpler services (such as 
Jake Stricker), or even a decline in people’s ‘allegiance’ to funeral homes (such as Greg 
Centers).  A survey of funeral directors (NFDA 1999) found that over half reported that 
the number of consumers contacting them for price information had grown in the five 
years before the survey.  Finally, Table 4-1 also gives the impression that consumers have 
grown more willing to shop over time; however, the different populations (for instance, 
the AARP 2007 survey focuses on pre-arrangers and the AARP 2000 survey focuses on 
purchases made at the cemetery, such as plots) and methodologies make it difficult to 
assess whether or not these differences are due to an actual change in consumers’ 
willingness to shop or are artifacts of the different ways these studies were conducted.   
My data suggest that there are two conditions that would lead consumers to be 
more likely to price shop.  First, funeral homes in lower income areas reported much 
higher percentages of comparison shoppers.  Of all the funeral directors I spoke with, 
Darryl Keena reported the highest proportion of price shoppers.  He estimated that about 
40-45% of the families he served compared prices, a number far higher than that reported 
by other funeral directors I spoke with.  Like others who reported high rates of shopping, 
                                                 
32
  I do not mean to imply here that prices do not matter at all to funeral consumers; they certainly do.  As 
we will see in the next chapter, price is certainly a factor in the choice of funeral products and services; 
however, price does not seem to play a role in the selection of a seller in the majority of cases.   
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such as Jake Stricker (at one of his two funeral homes), Darryl Keena’s funeral home is 
located in an inner-city area with a sizable population of lower income residents.  Second, 
it would seem likely that areas with high population turnover would lead consumers to be 
more willing to price shop.  If, as I argue later in this chapter, that consumers use their 
personal connections to find sellers, then a high rate of population turnover would 
prevent the emergence of stable networks that consumers would be able to use to connect 
with funeral homes.  Lacking such connections, consumers might be more willing to 
choose based on price.  Unfortunately, my data do not allow me to test the validity of 
these statements, but it does suggest that they are possibilities that might be worth 
examining in the future. 
A firm’s amenities seemed to have a greater impact overall on consumers’ 
selection of home than price or advertising.  While none of the consumers I interviewed 
listed a firm’s amenities to be the primary reason they chose the firm they did, five did 
mention amenities as a secondary reason they chose the home they did.  Of these, three 
cited parking (Gina Moretti, Kelly Squires, and Megan Williams), one cited handicapped 
accessibility (Kristi Bethea), and one cited the overall appearance of the facility (Sarah 
Jones).  While the funeral directors I interviewed repeatedly emphasized their efforts to 
maintain and modernize their facilities, their explanations for why they did so suggest 
that the firm’s amenities do not serve to bring in new clients.  Instead, they reported that 
they feared that an outdated, rundown building or an inadequate parking lot would drive 
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clients to their competitors.  As such, maintenance and expansion of the facility served to 
protect, rather than expand, the customer base.
33
 
Finally, advertising was a non-issue for the vast majority of consumers and 
directors.  Only one of my interviewees, Kelly Squires, mentioned advertising as a 
(relatively minor) factor in her choice.  She reported that the funeral home she chose put 
an advertisement in her church bulletin (but her primary reason for choosing the home 
was a recommendation).  
 Of all the funeral directors I spoke with, only one stated that advertising brought 
in any business.  Frank Addison informed me that he advertised low end funerals in the 
newspaper, complete with price information, and he credited those advertisements with 
bringing lower-income, cost-conscious consumers to his funeral home.  The remainder 
minimized the importance of advertising as a way to bring in new clients.  For the 
overwhelming majority, advertising, especially using ads featuring prices, is simply too 
impersonal for such an intimate service.  Instead, consumers look to friends and co-
workers for advice.   
When I asked Joseph Riley why his clients do not generally draw upon 
advertisements to make decisions, he said the following:  
Well, you know, it's such a personal decision. It's one thing... if you haven't lived 
in town for a long time, you're more apt to ask a friend or a neighbor "hey, who 
would you use in town?”  And this and that.  And so I’m sure that's how we both 
[he and his competitor] get business.  
 
                                                 
33
  A point that I will explore in more detail in Chapter 6. 
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For the funeral directors, the selection of a funeral home is not the same as the selection 
of other types of products.  The relationship between the funeral consumer and funeral 
director is more intimate than that between most other buyers and sellers.  During the 
arrangement process, funeral directors gather intimate details of the life of the deceased 
and, by extension, the family as a whole.  The funeral director learns about divorces, 
custody battles, affairs, and a host of small details that families keep hidden from others.  
Also, families purchasing services do not simply see the remains of their loved ones as 
bodies in need of efficient disposal.  The bodies of loved ones are still loved ones, so 
consumers are protective of them.  Consumers want a funeral director who they can feel 
comfortable enough with to leave the body in his or her care, and it is difficult to identify 
such a person through advertisements.  Throughout my interviews, both funeral directors 
and consumers repeatedly emphasized that consumers need to feel a sense of connection 
with their funeral directors, and commercials, billboards, and other forms of direct 
marketing convey impersonality rather than intimacy. 
This need for a personal connection does not, however, prevent funeral directors 
from using all forms of advertising, but it does change the way that funeral directors 
approach advertising.  Funeral homes in Massachusetts do not generally purchase space 
on television, billboards, or radio;
34
 instead, they rely much more heavily on small 
                                                 
34
 I suspect that most states resemble Massachusetts in this regard, but I do not have any data to support this 
position.  One funeral director, Ted Reyer, stated that he knows of a firm in the Greater Las Vegas called 
Palm Mortuaries that does advertise using billboards.  He also stated that firms in Florida use billboards as 
well.  Tabatha D. stated that funeral homes in California ‘probably’ advertise on billboards, although she 
did not know of any specific firms that do so.  She stated that she suspected that larger states may be more 
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advertisements in phone books, local newspapers, and church bulletins.  With few 
exceptions, such advertisements avoid mentioning price and emphasize familial 
connections.  In such ads, very few directors included anything more than a photo of the 
funeral home, contact information, and a slogan of some kind that emphasized the firm’s 
connection to the community or their commitment to service.  For example, funeral 
homes often use slogans such as, "Our family serving yours for three generations" or 
something similar.  Rather than describing services consumers can expect to receive or 
the prices consumers can expect to pay, the advertisements try to create a sense of 
connection (or remind readers of the connection) between the home and the reader.  In 
other words, funeral advertisements attempt to create the feeling of a personal connection 
through the impersonal medium of advertising.  The overwhelming majority believed that 
including price information would be inappropriate and that it would hurt the image of 
the funeral home.  As Greg Centers put it, “you don’t do that” because it is ‘distasteful’ 
and it “cheapens the service.” 
Interestingly, there did seem to be a greater willingness on the part of many to 
advertise pre-need and pre-arrangement services.  Jeffrey and Arthur Gallo, Patricia 
                                                                                                                                                 
willing to use more traditional, overt forms of advertising.  A survey conducted by the American 
Association of Retired Persons (Choi-Allum 2007) looked at exposure of respondents to direct 
advertisements (by telephone, mail, or in person) for pre-need or pre-arrangement services by region.  
Unfortunately, the report only provides data for the Northeast and Southern regions, but they did find that 
14% of the former and 42% of the latter had been contacted about pre-need or pre-arrangement services, a 
fairly large difference; however, I am not convinced that these findings suggest a drastic difference in the 
cultural attitudes towards advertising and funerals in different parts of the country.  Funeral directors seem 
much more willing to advertise pre-need and pre-arrangement services through direct mail than to advertise 
other sorts of services in media outlets such as billboards and television commercials, so it is difficult to 
generalize from studies of direct advertising of pre-arrangement and pre-need services to other kinds of 
advertising.  
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Williams, and Bryan Hartwell all reported that they advertise their pre-need services, 
either in the newspaper or through direct mailings.  None reported using other means 
(billboards, commercials, and the like) to advertise these services.  Patricia Williams 
(who began her direct mail campaign in 2009, the year I interviewed her) told me that her 
mailings emphasize things like control over the future of one’s remains and relieving 
surviving family members of the burden of making funeral arrangements, and she did not 
use “die now, save [later]” language in her mailings.  Jeffrey and Arthur Gallo’s 
advertisements similarly do not try to entice consumers with promises of savings or low 
prices.  They emphasized that they saw the advertisements as a way to reconnect with 
existing families and to build awareness about the home among those to whom they have 
no connection.  Their ads only include the firm’s “name and number.” 
In summary, when consumers find themselves in need of a funeral home, neither 
price nor advertising (especially advertisements that mention price) seem to be all that 
effective in enticing them to hire one firm over another.  While a firm’s amenities do 
seem to play a role, a firm with excellent amenities is unlikely to draw in new customers 
because of those amenities; rather, poor amenities lead consumers to reject homes they 
might have otherwise hired.  Taken together, these data suggest that consumers do not 
use ‘rational’ criteria to choose funeral homes.   
Instead, consumers generally rely on social connections – whether direct or 
indirect – to funeral homes.  With a few exceptions, all of the consumers that I spoke 
with drew on their network connections in one way or another to choose a funeral home; 
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however, the nature of the tie that connected each to their respective funeral home 
differed.  For some, it was membership in a larger group that led them to their funeral 
home.  Rather than a direct connection from one person to another – the consumer to the 
funeral director – the tie was between the entire group and the funeral home (rather than 
any particular owner or employee of the funeral home).  For others, the tie was between 
the individual consumer and a specific funeral director.  For yet others, the tie was also 
person to person, but it was the consumer’s connection to a friend or co-worker who had 
some form of connection to a funeral home or director that led to the ultimate selection of 
the home.  Each type of tie is explored in greater detail below.
35
 
 
Within-Network Exchange and Group Level Connections: Family, Religion, and 
Race/Ethnicity 
Evelyn Donnallen's husband had been sick for almost ten years, and, despite the 
pleas of his family, he refused to see a doctor.  That is, until one day, the pain in his chest 
grew so intense that he relented and agreed to make an appointment with her physician.  
As concerned as Evelyn was for her husband's condition, she was also elated that he 
finally agreed to seek treatment.  She was sure the doctors would make him better, but it 
was not to be.  An x-ray revealed advanced lung cancer and a life expectancy of about 
two weeks.  Evelyn and the family were devastated by this news and the prospect of 
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 In this chapter, I only describe what I will refer to as ‘uncontested ties’ in Chapter 6.  A consumer with 
an uncontested tie is connected to one and only one funeral home.  Some consumers, though, are tied to 
more than one funeral home.  I explore the role of these ‘contested ties’ in Chapter 6. 
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facing the difficult weeks that were to follow, in which they would watch their loved one 
die.  When he passed, the family called their local funeral home, Lamont's, who came to 
pick up his body and prepare him for the funeral services that would follow.  
When I asked Evelyn why her family chose that funeral home out of all of the 
others in the area, she had a difficult time explaining her decision.  Was it because she 
and her husband had discussed funeral arrangements before he died?  No.  They had 
never spoken about them.  Was it because the funeral home offered the best services and 
lowest prices in the area?  No.  Evelyn did not contact any other homes to compare 
prices.  In fact, Evelyn's answer suggested that the decision to go to Lamont's was not, in 
any meaningful sense, a decision at all.  She said that she had always known that if 
anything were to happen to her or her husband, they would go to Lamont's, because, as 
she said, "my mother was there.  My father was there.  I don't know."  
Like many faced with the death of a loved one, Evelyn returned to the funeral 
home that her family had used in the past.  The decision was unreflexive and 
unquestioned, a fact highlighted by Evelyn's difficulty discussing her reason for returning 
to Lamont’s.  Evelyn's story is similar to many others I heard while interviewing funeral 
consumers.  For example, when I asked Gerry Gocci how he chose the funeral home that 
would bury his parents, he responded simply by saying, "I mean…” He thinks for a 
moment and then says, “it's who we use."  Miriam Jones, who arranged a funeral for her 
husband, described her family history with the local funeral home in this way: 
My mother used them when her husband died.  And he [the funeral director who 
owns the home] has been in the business for many, many years, so he’s got to be 
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good.  My aunt was buried from there, my mother’s husband was buried from 
there, and I buried my husband from there. 
 
Like Evelyn, neither Gerry nor Miriam contacted other homes.  They both simply 
contacted the funeral home that their respective families had used in the past.  
The ties that bind families to funeral homes are not simply ties that bind 
individuals to individuals.  Many of my interviewees who told me that they returned to 
the funeral home their families had used in the past did not personally know anyone at the 
funeral home; they just knew that this is where the family had gone before.  The tie itself 
is between the family as a whole and the funeral home, not between any particular 
member of the family and any particular employee of the funeral home.  This more 
generalized type of tie is particularly evident in the case of Robert Griffis, who arranged a 
funeral for his mother.  Robert returned to the funeral home that handled his father's 
funeral, a firm his father had chosen because his father had been friends with the owner 
of the funeral home.  Robert did not reconsider his decision when he learned that the 
former owner of the funeral home, his father's friend, had died and left the business to his 
son.  In essence, the tie between Robert's father and the funeral director's father, which 
was built on their personal relationship with one another, had transformed into a 
generalized tie binding Robert's family and the funeral home.  
The funeral industry is aware that such connections exist, and they do their best to 
make use of them.  Such attempts are most striking when a funeral home is purchased, 
either by another firm or an individual entrepreneur.  Typically, the new owners will 
retain the original name of the funeral home, which is almost always the name of an 
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owner (possibly someone who has not actually owned the funeral home in many years), 
and add their own name to the title.  For example, if Bob Landis buys Franklin Funeral 
Home (which may be owned by Joe Smith who purchased the home from Abe Franklin 
years before), the funeral home will likely become Franklin-Landis Funeral Home.  Large 
corporations that buy funeral homes follow a similar practice.  If Service Corporation 
International (SCI), the largest funeral home conglomerate in the United States,
36
 
purchases the firm, it does not become the 'Service Corporation International Funeral 
Home'; rather, it would almost certainly remain the Franklin Funeral Home.  Keeping the 
name of the original owners keeps the connections intact regardless of whether or not the 
owners are still present or even alive. 
The funeral directors that I spoke with repeatedly emphasized the importance of 
connections between the families they served and their funeral home, and they proudly 
told me stories of consumers that their own family had served for generations:  
We have had people that have told us, you know, "your great grandfather 
buried my great grandfather."  
 Claudia Nash, Funeral Director  
 
Lot of times it’s been the same people.  They've buried every single family 
member through this place for the last fifty years.  
 Glenn Demarco, Funeral Director 
 
A lot of them are families we've known for a long time.  [They say] “Oh, 
Joe, your grandfather buried my grandfather.”  “Your father buried my 
uncle." You know, it's generational.  
                                                 
36
 According to the homepage on SCI’s website (http://www.sci-corp.com/SCICORP/home.aspx, visited 
10/10/12), the company is “North America’s largest single provider of funeral, cremation and cemetery 
services,” and Hunt (2003:450) refers to SCI as one of the ‘Big Three’ corporate funeral chains, along with 
Stewart and the Loewen Group. 
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 Joseph Riley, Funeral Director  
 
It is important to emphasize that the connection between family and funeral home exists 
between the deceased's family and funeral home rather than between the consumer and 
the funeral home.  Typically, the deceased and the consumer responsible for arranging 
the service are connected to the same funeral home, but there are times when this is not 
the case.  When Brian East arranged a funeral for his cousin, he chose the funeral home 
that had handled his cousin's parents' funerals, even though he had no connection 
whatsoever to that home.  In fact, when I asked Brian where his wife would bury him 
should he die, he gave the name of a funeral home in a different town.  When I asked 
Brian to explain why he returned to his cousin's family funeral home, he said the 
following:  
Because of the fact that both my aunt and uncle, Michelle’s parents, had 
been buried from that same funeral home, so I assume that the 
relationship, if that’s the word to use, was there.  Past business, I thought 
they did a very nice service on both times and therefore keep it on that 
same… again, past experience with the firm.  
 Brian East, Funeral Consumer  
 
Interestingly, Brian assumed that this is the funeral home that his cousin would have 
chosen had she been alive, but he could not have been sure; he and his cousin had never 
discussed funeral arrangements.  He went on to say - like Evelyn Donnallen, Robert 
Griffis, and many others - that he did not check with any other firms.  He simply returned 
to his cousin's family funeral home.  
 Membership in religious, racial, or ethnic communities played a similar role as 
family connections.  Again, the connection here is not between one individual and 
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another, but rather between the social group (family, church, racial group, ethnic group) 
and the funeral home.  Suzie Walters, an African American woman, explained that her 
funeral home is "the one where most African American families go"; it is "African 
American catering... and that's where I guess we belonged to a group of churches and 
everybody always goes there."  The owners of Suzie's funeral home are African 
American, and she reported that she has known them for a long time.  She even went to 
school with one of them.  None of the other consumers I spoke with cited race as a factor 
in their choice of home (all are white), but Gina Moretti cited her family's ethnic 
connections to the home they chose to handle her uncle's funeral.  This connection was 
fairly weak, though, as Gina chose a more local home when it came time to arrange her 
father's funeral.
37
 
Among funeral directors, the consensus was that the racial and ethnic barriers 
among funeral homes had been very strong in the past, but they have weakened over 
time; however, this breakdown does not mean that the barriers are completely gone.  The 
majority of funeral directors I spoke with were able to pinpoint the specific racial and 
ethnic groups they serve without too much difficulty.  For instance, Jeffrey Gallo and 
Arthur Gallo reported that their clients are about 95% white (in a community that is about 
80% white), and they primarily serve the Italians and the Irish.  In the past, they 
exclusively served Italians.  Ray Monaldo's clients are about 70% Italian and Irish, with 
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  Gina made this decision in large part because of a bad experience she had at this funeral home.  I discuss 
her experience in greater detail in Chapter 6. 
97 
 
 
 
the remainder made up mainly of Hispanics and very few Asians and African Americans.  
Roger Mathis, on the other hand, is white but he has close connections to an African 
American church near his funeral home.  As a result, he handles most of the funerals 
arranged by members of that congregation. 
Out of the 26 funeral directors that I spoke with, 22 were white.  The remainder 
included two African Americans and two other non-African American minority funeral 
directors.
38
  The issues of race seemed to be much more salient for these four minority 
directors.  Each of their funeral homes catered to their own racial group, although the 
degree to which they saw the market as segmented varied.  Darryl Keena, an African 
American funeral director, described the funeral as "the most segregated time in 
America."  He says that African Americans will go to white owned funeral homes, but 
whites do not go to black-owned funeral homes.  His says his customers are made up of 
"people of the African Diaspora," which he says includes Latinos.  Patricia Williams, an 
African American, informed me that about 90% of her clients are African American, and 
the remainder includes Asians, Hispanics, and Caucasians.   
Tabatha D.'s funeral home mainly serves people of her own ethnic group, a group 
that often requires specialized facilities and services that other funeral homes are ill-
equipped to provide; however, the funeral home has, over the past five years, picked up a 
large number of ethnic Nigerians.  While they do not generally service other racial 
                                                 
38
 These two directors are members of racial groups so underrepresented in the Massachusetts funeral 
market that to reveal either's race would allow for their easy identification.   
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groups, they would be happy to do so provided these other groups sought their services, 
but none do.   Of the non-white funeral home owners I spoke with, Hugh S. had the most 
diverse client base.  He and a white business partner (who did not manage the day to day 
operations of the firm) purchased a funeral home within the past 15 years, and, in that 
time, he has managed to build connections in the community with members of his own 
racial group, a group that the funeral home had not served under its previous owner.  The 
previous owner had been white, and much of his clientele was made up of whites with a 
historical connection to the firm.  In addition, the previous owner had successfully 
reached out to the Asian community and managed to secure a stable base of Asian clients.  
When Hugh acquired the home, he retained both the Asian and white clientele.   
Of all of the consumers that I spoke with, only two, Mary Mote and Penelope 
Lorch, chose a funeral provider primarily because of a religious connection to the home.  
Mary described her reasoning as follows: 
Well, we have always dealt with Davidson’s Funeral Home.  My friends at 
First Baptist... we belong to First Baptist and everybody that we know - 
except the people in Saybrook [a neighboring town]; they go to Billings 
Funeral Home [which is located in Saybrook] - but most of my friends 
here in Preston, they go to Davidson’s.  And we have always been 
extremely, extremely happy with them, so that's why I went.  My husband 
was buried from Davidson’s, and I thought I would like to be. 
 
For Mary, the fact that her friends from church used that funeral home combined with her 
own family's experience with the home led her to seek their services.  When I asked if 
she considered any other sellers, she said that she had not.  Suzie Walters' decision was 
also driven, in part, by a religious connection.  She stated that the majority of the African 
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American members of her church used the funeral home she and her siblings chose to 
bury both her mother and father; however, this decision was driven more by race than 
religion.  As with Mary Mote, there was no thought given to choosing another funeral 
home.  It was "a given" that they would use that home. 
The consensus among funeral directors was that, while there is a clear separation 
between Jewish, Christian, and Muslim funeral providers, other religious barriers are 
breaking down.  In the past, funeral homes tended to serve members of their own 
religious group.  Catholics served Catholics.  Protestants served Protestants.  Now, 
though, the barriers between firms are much more permeable.  In many cases, funeral 
directors spoke of serving the 'majority' of one group while a competitor serves a 
'majority' of the other, but that the two firms both did a healthy business with the other 
religious group as well.  Even the stronger religious barriers may be weakening.  Many of 
the funeral directors I spoke with reported that they occasionally perform Jewish, 
Muslim, Hindu, and even Buddhist services.  While such services are uncommon, they 
were almost unheard of in the past. 
 Of the group level connections I have explored, my data suggest that family 
connections are the strongest, while ethnic, racial, and religious connections are 
substantially weaker; however, it is possible that these data underestimate the importance 
of ethnic, racial, and religious connections.  I explore several reasons why this might be 
the case in Appendix C; the most prominent of these, though, is the fact that racial, 
ethnic, or religious connections likely overlap with family connections, and so 
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respondents with these other kinds of connections are likely to describe their connections 
to funeral homes in reference to their family connections. 
It is equally possible that the lack of racial diversity among my interviewees has 
led to this conclusion.  All but one of the consumers I interviewed are white, as are the 
majority of funeral directors.  It is quite possible that white consumers operating in an 
environment of white funeral directors may not have had much reason to think of race as 
an important factor in their choice of funeral home.  The fact that the only person of color 
included in my sample of consumers, Suzie Walters, was also the only consumer who 
spoke about race as a factor in her selection process lends some support to this idea. 
Unfortunately, I do not have a way to test this possibility with my data.  The only study 
(of which I am aware) of this issue is a working paper (Chevalier, Harrington, and 
Morton Unpublished)
39
 that suggests that ethnic and racial connections play a larger role 
in consumers’ selection of funeral homes than either my interviews or the surveys 
described in Appendix C indicate. 
  
Within-Network Exchange and Individual Level Connections 
While many of the consumers I spoke with had family connections to homes, 
several relied on their personal relationships with individual funeral directors.  Linda 
Malone's work, for instance, brings her into contact with the funeral directors in her town 
on a regular basis.  When she pre-arranged services for her uncle, she originally did so at 
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  Used with permission of the first author. 
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her family's traditional funeral home.  Later, she spoke with a director from another 
funeral home about her arrangements, and he revealed that the firm she had originally 
arranged with had been bought by a corporation at some point in the past and that its 
prices were significantly higher than the others in the area.  She did not like the idea of a 
corporate funeral home handling her uncle's remains, so she switched the services to her 
new acquaintance’s funeral home.  Similarly, Steve Bowman's work brings him into 
regular contact with a local funeral director, and Steve used this director's services when 
he found himself in need of a funeral provider. 
Many funeral directors emphasized the importance of personal connections for 
bringing in clients.  The directors spoke of serving their own friends and acquaintances, 
as well as their friends' and acquaintances' families: 
90% of the people that walk in, I know them. When I walk in [to the 
arrangement conference] I’m not as emotional [as families are], but I’m as 
touched by their love for their husband.  I remember them.  I grew up with 
their kid. My buddy Steve’s father died.  We went to hockey games 
together, and we share that, and as we’re walking in, we can talk about 
that.  
 Ray Monaldo, Funeral Director 
 
Even today, probably 50% of the cases - maybe a little higher, maybe a 
little bit less - one of the three of us will know them [the consumer] or 
know somebody in that family. Personally. Know them.  Went to school 
with them or had a past experience with them.  
 Bryan Hartwell, Funeral Director 
 
When I asked why consumers often hired funeral directors that they have a personal 
relationship with, Roger Mathis, like many others, emphasized that such relationships 
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help make consumers feel more comfortable with the director and put the director in a 
better position to provide the support the consumer needs: 
They have to know you to come to you.  And that’s that piece, but you 
also have to be able to... if they need you to hold their hand, then you need 
to be able to hold their hand.  If they need you to laugh, you need to be 
able to get that piece and make them laugh.  You need to know what’s 
going on.  You need to know the people.  You need to be able to deal with 
the people.  You need to be able to give the people what they need. 
 Roger Mathis, Funeral Director 
 
To Roger, you can only ‘give the people what they need’ if you know the people that you 
serve. 
 
Transferring Ties: Recommendations and Previous Experience with a Funeral Home 
 While many consumers have some sort of connection, be it familial or personal, 
many do not.
40
  There are several reasons why this might be the case.  First, when a 
family moves to a new area, they will, over time, become more and more integrated into 
that community and lose their connection to the traditional family home.  Second, a 
family may have a bad experience at the traditional family home that leads them to avoid 
it in the future.  Third, their traditional funeral home may close.   
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 Based on the available data, it is difficult to estimate the number of consumers with some sort of existing 
connection to a funeral home.  I suspect, though, that the majority of consumers have such a connection; 
however, individual markets likely vary widely in this regard.  I suspect that the major determinant of the 
level of connectedness between consumers and funeral homes is the stability of the population in a given 
area.  If the population is very stable over time, then I would expect that the majority of individuals would 
have some sort of connection to a funeral home.  If the population is not stable, then there is no time to 
build connections, and other forces, such as location, amenities, and price would drive the market. 
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 As I described above, consumers in need of a funeral home do not generally use 
price information or advertising to help them choose, and unconnected consumers are no 
different in their desire to use more personal means to select a provider.  My data suggest 
that unconnected consumers typically choose funeral homes based on one of two factors: 
recommendations from friends and co-workers or their own experience attending the 
wakes and funerals of friends or co-workers.  In either case, the existing tie between the 
consumer’s friend (or co-worker, acquaintance, or the like) and his or her funeral home is 
then transferred to the consumer.  To draw on the language of network theory, the ties 
connecting a funeral home to a consumer, on the one hand, and that same consumer to a 
consumer who is unconnected to any funeral home, on the other, are transitive (Batjargal 
2007; Davis 1970; Davis 1979; Louch 2000).  The connected consumer passes the tie to 
the unconnected consumer.   
For instance, when Cathy Huson's eleven year old son passed away in an accident, 
she was at a loss as to how to proceed.  She turned to a fellow parishioner at her church 
for advice:  
When we came back from the hospital, one of the kids who played soccer with my 
son, his family belonged to the same parish as I did, so I contacted her. We were 
friendly and I contacted her to let her know what had happened and to ask if she 
could communicate it to the priest, like just [to] sort of get the ball rolling as far as 
the contacts that I had to make. So a couple of days later or the next time I talked 
to her, I said, “Do you even know what funeral home I should use?” And she 
said... well, I think it was her husband’s father, when he passed away, they had 
used this funeral home in our town and so she recommended the same funeral 
home. She said they did a great job.  
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In this case, Cathy's friend recommended a firm that had served her own family in the 
past.  Cathy accepted the recommendation and contacted the funeral home.
41
  She did not 
ask anyone else for suggestions, and she did not gather price information or do any 
research to check that the home her friend recommended was reasonably priced and 
provided an adequate product.  In this instance, the family tie to her friend's funeral home 
passed to Cathy.  
Rather than rely on explicit suggestions from social contacts, other consumers 
chose a funeral home that they had visited in the past, often during a service arranged by 
the family of a friend or co-worker.  Like Cathy Huson, Megan Williams had no 
connection to any funeral home in her area, but, unlike Cathy, Megan did not ask anyone 
for a recommendation.  Instead, she chose a funeral home that had handled a friend's 
recent service.  The service, she said, had been 'comforting.'  She did not contact any 
other funeral homes or conduct any sort of research to compare what the different firms 
in her area offered.  
Of the 31 funeral arrangers I interviewed, only Cathy and one other, Kelly 
Squires, relied on a recommendation from a friend or some other personal contact.  
                                                 
41
  I want to point out that when funeral consumers ask friends or others for recommendations for funeral 
homes, these requests do not reflect what DiMaggio and Louch (1998) refer to as ‘search embeddedness.’  
DiMaggio and Louch describe search embeddedness as consumers’ efforts to use social contacts amass 
information about potential sellers.  For instance, a consumer in the market for a new washing machine 
may ask friends and family about their experiences with various brands of washing machines and the 
various retailers in the area that sell washing machines.  After amassing this information, the consumer is 
able to make a more informed decision about which washing machine to buy.  Funeral consumers, though, 
generally do not survey social contacts in an effort to amass information about a variety of sellers, but 
rather will ask one contact to recommend a funeral home and then accept that contact’s recommendation 
without any other attempts to gather more information about that funeral home or competing funeral 
homes.   
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Similarly, only two consumers, Megan Williams and Sarah Jones, hired a funeral home 
based on their attendance at other families' services; however, my interviews with the 
funeral directors suggest that my sample of funeral consumers underestimates the 
importance of recommendations and previous experience with a funeral home.  In fact, 
the funeral directors I spoke with emphasized that many of their new clients find them 
through these channels:  
[Families] find us because... I'm going to say there's only two categories: 
we served them before or someone's recommended us, either a clergy 
person or a friend who had a relationship with us. That's probably the two 
biggest reasons. The third which must come in, I would think, comes in 
around... the third reason might be because they've seen us on funerals and 
they like what they see, but mostly it's because they've been with us before 
or they have been recommended.  
 Patricia Williams, Funeral Director  
 
[Families choose my home] probably, again, the past, in terms of the other 
family members, friends within their realm of friends that have been here. 
But again, it’s usually... historically, it's repeat.  
 Greg Centers, Funeral Director  
 
Once a consumer chooses a funeral home, he or she will likely utilize the services of that 
funeral home in the future, as will his or her family.  In essence, then, the connection 
between the recommender and the funeral home is transferred to the consumer, so that 
the funeral home becomes that consumer’s family funeral home. 
  
INTENTIONAL RATIONALITY IN THE CONTEXT OF UNCERTAINTY 
 I have argued that when consumers enter the market for funeral services, they rely 
on what DiMaggio and Louch (1998) call ‘within-network exchange’ to make their 
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purchases; however, they generally do not use within-network exchange to minimize 
uncertainty.  Instead, the intimate and personal nature of the exchange leads consumers to 
buy from sellers that they have an existing relationship with, regardless of whether that 
relationship is direct or mediated through a larger social entity, such as a family, church, 
ethnic group, or racial group.  Those without such connections rely on the explicit or 
implicit endorsement of others in their social networks to choose providers.  At no point 
can we say that these consumers face uncertainty  What Beckert terms ‘social devices’ 
take over once they enter the market; thus, it is these social devices that are the default 
guide for consumer action in this market.   
There are times, though, when these devices are less able, for whatever reason, to 
provide consumers with a clear guide of what to do, and it is in these moments that 
consumers can be said to experience uncertainty.  In the context of this uncertainty, 
consumers can reflect on their goals and formulate strategies to achieve those goals.  In 
other words, the failure of social devices and the resulting uncertainty opens the space for 
intentionally rational action.  Three of the consumers I interviewed found themselves in 
such situations, and I briefly explore their experiences below. 
 
Vignette 1: Dana Fuller 
 Dana Fuller has what she calls a “messed up family tree.”  Her parents divorced 
when she was young, and she became estranged from her father soon after.  In that time, 
her father got remarried and had two more children before divorcing again and marrying 
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a third time.  Dana reached out to her father after finding out from a relative that he had 
cancer, and they were able to rebuild their relationship over the five years before his 
death.   
 Before he died, Dana’s father had stated that he did not want a funeral, so his third 
wife had had his body cremated immediately upon his death.  When Dana was informed, 
she felt like there should be some kind of memorial for her father.  This feeling was 
driven in part by her sense that she and others in her family should have an opportunity to 
achieve some level of ‘closure,’ but she also described some subtle (and some not so 
subtle) social reminders that it is expected to have some sort of service after a death: 
…a couple of people at work had asked me, you know, “was there going to be a 
service?” and all this other stuff. I think because some of them may have wanted 
to send flowers and all that stuff that people do. And so I had to explain to them 
that there wasn’t going to be anything unless one of us did it, and I didn’t know 
how you’d do it or what to do or anything. So it took me a little while to figure 
out if it should be done and then how to go about doing it, which is why it took so 
long to do it. But, yeah, it was more of a, you know, people asking me at work 
and a couple of the older women being like, “oh, that’s a shame,” kind of making 
“there should be something” kind of comments. 
 
At first, she did not know what that ‘something’ should be or how to go about arranging 
‘something.’  She emphasized that a formal funeral service was out of the question 
because of her father’s wishes and the fact that she had “no money.”   
Dana’s family situation posed some serious problems as well.  While she had 
rebuilt her relationship with her father before he died, not all of her siblings had, and their 
feelings toward their father’s passing were complicated.  The estrangement between 
Dana’s father and his children also led to their estrangement from one another.  Dana 
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informed me that, before the service she ultimately arranged, two of her brothers had not 
seen one another in over 20 years.  In addition, Dana knew her father’s widow as well as 
his two ex-wives (including Dana’s mother) would likely want to attend any services she 
arranged.  Dana told me that she had felt as if his father’s widow and second wife would 
get along with others in the family, but she had been nervous that her own mother would 
cause friction among the group.  On top of all of this, she was unsure of the role religion 
should play in any service she were to plan.  While she and her family were (mostly 
lapsed) Christians, her father’s second wife and their children were Jewish, and her father 
and his widow were not religious.   
To summarize, Dana’s father had requested that there be no formal funeral 
services, and she had ‘no money,’ a difficult family situation, and competing religious 
traditions.  She would have to deal with all of these issues if she were to plan a memorial 
service for her father.  There are clear social rules that govern how one should handle the 
funeral ritual, but this path was cut off from Dana, yet she still felt like some kind of 
ceremony was in order: 
He passed June 28
th
 and it was the end of August about a month or so or just over 
a month later that I finally had everything set up and everybody could come down 
and do it. Because I had tried to figure out how you would do that, that probably 
took me a week and a half, two weeks to figure that out.  I'm like at work getting 
cards from everybody going, “I don’t even know like how to do this… what to 
do.”   And... I mean it seemed that everybody should get together and do 
something and have some sort of closure. 
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Dana’s words show the degree to which she felt something should be done, but she did 
not know what to do in the absence of clear social guidelines.  In other words, Dana 
experienced uncertainty.   
 When I asked how she approached the process of figuring what sort of service to 
hold, she told me that a co-worker suggested that she call the local church and ask for 
advice: 
Eventually one of the older women at work just suggested that I call the church 
and ask questions and ask them because if anybody would know how you go 
about doing it then the priest or reverend would know that or should know that as 
part of their job because they do the funerals and everything else, so that’s what I 
did. I called the guy at the church and met and sat down with him and said, “this 
is the situation, I have like no money.  Is it possible to do this?  How much does it 
cost?” 
 
The priest informed her that the church would hold a service at no cost to her.  She asked 
her siblings and the rest of her family when they were free to get together, and she 
scheduled a time with the church.  After the service, she had everyone back to her home 
for cold cut sandwiches, and they spent their time together talking, eating, and watching 
her nephew dance a “silly little three year old jig” as her brother’s godfather played 
guitar.  In her words, it was not the “most traditional normal sort of thing” because they 
were “just being silly like [they] would at any normal family party,” which is what she 
said her father would have wanted: “he wouldn’t have wanted all of us sitting and 
moping and balling our eyes out.  That wasn’t his thing.”   
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Vignette 2: May Lambert 
 May Lambert was visiting friends, Alice and Ben, in Idaho
42
 when Alice’s mother 
Fiona, who was 90 and had been having health issues, took a turn for the worse.  It was 
clear that she only had a few days to live, so May helped her friends manage Fiona’s last 
days as well as her funeral.   
In addition to helping arrange Fiona’s hospice care, May took on the task of 
finding a funeral home.  Unlike many others in this situation, she set out to find an 
inexpensive provider: 
I called hospice first to get their recommendation on any places. And then I called 
a bunch [of funeral homes] just to find out how much it would cost.  You know, 
my friends are artists and we just wanted to do what was the most low cost, 
dignified thing we can do. 
 
 During one of these calls, a funeral director told her that their cheapest casket was a 
‘sturdy corrugate cardboard box’ before making an offhand comment suggesting that 
they could build their own casket, but then immediately followed this comment by 
saying, “we’ve been in the business for 25 years, and no one has ever done that.”  While 
                                                 
42
 May was involved in the planning of three different funerals, two of which took place in Massachusetts 
and one in Idaho.  While my analysis explicitly focuses on the Massachusetts funeral market, several 
features of her experience in Idaho led me to include this experience in my analysis.  First, May and her 
friends went out of their way to avoid the funeral market, and their only experiences with funeral homes 
consisted of brief phone calls and a trip to deliver the deceased for cremation, so the structure of the funeral 
market in Idaho did not seem to play a role in the services they performed.  Second, none of the consumers 
I spoke with in Massachusetts deviated from the ‘typical’ path that consumers take when faced with death, 
and so I felt that her experiences were particularly valuable to understanding how people approach funeral 
arrangements.  Third, only May and Chris Landa (who also arranged a funeral outside of Massachusetts) 
explicitly shopped around for lower-priced services.  I feel it is important to discuss the experiences of 
consumers who comparison shopped. 
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the funeral director did not seem to think it was realistic that anyone would ever build a 
casket on his or her own, May and her friends felt it was a perfect suggestion. 
 As Fiona spent her last days in her bed, Ben began construction of the casket, 
what they would later call her ‘spirit craft vehicle.’  They all talked about what was “near 
and dear” to Fiona, and Ben added representations of these things to the casket.  He 
crafted a keyboard, a bottle of wine, several books, a mountain range, and an image of 
her husband riding a horse, and then he glued them to the spirit craft vehicle.  As Ben 
worked, word spread among their friends that Fiona was dying, and so people began 
visiting Fiona and Alice to pay their last respects.  They brought food, and they shared 
memories of Fiona as her granddaughter played the piano.  As people visited, some even 
pitched in to help paint Fiona’s casket. 
 When Fiona died at home in her bed, May called the funeral director to let him 
know that the family had decided to hold a home funeral for her before bringing her 
remains to the funeral home for cremation.  As May describes it, the funeral director tried 
to dissuade them from their plan by saying, somewhat cryptically, “terrible things could 
happen.”  When May pressed him for details, he warned her that the recently deceased 
will void any waste products that remained inside of them.
43
  May thanked him for his 
information, but informed him that they still planned to manage the service by 
themselves. 
                                                 
43
 At her urging, the funeral director used more explicit language when speaking to May. 
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 Like the preparations up to that point, the funeral service emerged organically in 
the situation.  As Alice worked to put the finishing touches on the spirit craft vehicle, she 
asked May to officiate, and May accepted.  May described the services in detail: 
We decided to make it kind of Quaker style, that I would greet everybody and 
then Alice would say something about her mother and then I would invite people 
to share their stories about her mother.  And that’s what we did. [Alice] brought 
the box into the living room [and] set it up on a table.  It was open, not fully open 
but the lid was on it so you could see her face. … [Alice] dressed her mother in 
one of the dresses that she knew she loved and she laid in her reading glasses and 
the crossword puzzle that she did every day and an owl feather.  And we had lined 
the boxes with some fabric.  We stapled it all in so it looked comfortable, and she 
put some comfortable shoes on her mother’s feet, and we put her in the box, so 
she was in the room with us and people could say their own goodbyes.  And then I 
think about maybe 50 people came, 40 or 50, crowding around, and then we 
brought the box out into the front yard and Ben and another friend hammered the 
lid shut, and then we put her in the back of the pick-up truck and we tied it all in. 
And then we all got in our cars and accompanied her to the funeral parlor and they 
wheeled a gurney out to take her and we asked that they burn her with the box. … 
Then we went back to the house and the whole family and friends had organized a 
pot luck dinner. So we had set up tables out in the garden and we had a big 
farewell dinner for her mother. 
 
When I asked May why they had decided to handle the service on their own, she said that 
it had never occurred to them to give “money to a bunch of strangers to do such an 
important goodbye ritual,” and that they wanted to make sure that the service was the 
most personal, meaningful goodbye possible.  They felt as if they were the ones who 
could best make that happen. 
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Vignette 3: Chris Landa 
 Of all of the consumers I interviewed, Chris Landa most clearly resembled what 
Beckert refers to as an ‘intentionally rational actor.’44  When his father died after a battle 
with cancer, it fell to him and his brothers to arrange the funeral.  From conversations 
they had had when he was alive, Chris knew that his father wanted to be cremated, but 
his father “didn’t care” about which funeral home handled his service.  With that in mind, 
Chris turned to the phone book and called eight funeral homes in the area to check the 
prices they charged for a funeral service and cremation.  After these initial phone calls, he 
narrowed his search to three funeral homes, which he then visited.  He then asked his 
mother and father’s elderly friends for their opinions of each of the funeral homes.  Since 
each had a solid reputation, he and his brothers ultimately chose the funeral home that 
offered the lowest price for the services they wanted.   
Of all the consumers I spoke with, Chris was the one who drew most readily on 
the language of the market to describe the process of arranging a service.  He described 
his strategy as ‘shopping.’  He referred to the general price list he received at the funeral 
home as a ‘menu.’  When talking about how he chose a casket, he compared the 
                                                 
44
 Like May Lambert, Chris Landa was involved in the arrangement of more than one funeral, not all of 
which were in Massachusetts.  Chris helped his wife arrange her mother’s funeral in Massachusetts, but in 
this vignette I describe Chris’ experiences arranging his father’s funeral in New Jersey.  While my analysis 
explicitly focuses on the Massachusetts market, I included his experiences in New Jersey because of his 
unique approach to the arrangement process, an approach that is independent of the state he was in at the 
time.  With the exception of May Lambert, Chris is the only one of my interviewees who comparison 
shopped, and, in this vignette, I focus on his approach rather than any particular features of the New Jersey 
funeral market.  Both May and Chris shopped around while arranging funerals outside of their own home 
areas.  
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experience to “going to a shopping market or a Lowe’s45 and then choosing this model or 
that model and this color and that fabric.”   
Because his mother received about $3500 more in death benefits than they spent 
on services, Chris told me that his “mother made a profit on [his] father’s funeral.”  This 
comment stands out because there were other consumers who did not spend all of the 
money the family received in death benefits, but none used the word ‘profit’ to describe 
this extra money.  Initially, his mother was unsure if she felt comfortable with the idea 
that she had made a ‘profit’ on the funeral, so Chris tried to persuade her to see the 
money in a positive light: 
I said, “Mom, look at it this way.  Papa would be thrilled that we made a profit.  
And you’re going to take this money and you’re going to go travel with it.”  So 
she [went] down to visit her brother in Florida and that’s her travel money. 
 
At various times in our conversation, Chris said he had felt strange and even amused at 
times while ‘shopping’ for goods and services, but at no point did he shy away from such 
explicit use of the language of markets. 
 
Uncertainty and Social Devices 
In none of these three cases did the social devices employed by the typical 
consumer fail completely.  While each deviated from what typical funeral consumers do, 
each approached the funeral arrangements by drawing on existing social meanings and 
social understandings of appropriate action.  Dana Fuller’s financial constraints combined 
                                                 
45
  Lowe’s is a chain of hardware stores in the United States. 
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with her father’s wish to not have any formal services led her to re-create many elements 
of the funeral ritual outside of the context of a funeral home.  May Lambert belonged to a 
community of artists that saw the use of a funeral home as too impersonal, but their 
improvised home funeral retained the core elements of funeral rituals held in funeral 
homes (such as the wake and casket), with family and friends completing the tasks 
normally completed by the funeral director.  Chris Landa employed the language of 
markets to frame his process of searching for a funeral provider that could perform an 
adequate service at a reasonable price.  Each faced some level of uncertainty, but even in 
their management of uncertainty, each was guided by existing social devices and the 
expectations of the community in which they were embedded. 
 None of these individuals faced uncertainty because of an inability to calculate 
costs and benefits; rather, they faced uncertainty because the typical rules of action that 
guide funeral consumers did not fit their particular situations, and that fact led them to 
use novel strategies.  What is key here, though, is that these consumers did not invent 
completely new responses to the death of a loved one.  Instead, they chose among a range 
of responses available to them in other social contexts to apply to their particular 
situations.  May Lambert and her friends drew on their sense of themselves as a 
community of ‘thrifty artists’ as well as the logic of the ‘do-it-yourself’ (DIY) movement.  
In her words, “we are a 'can do, let’s do, let’s figure out how to do it our way' kind of 
people.”  Despite feeling ‘strange’ and ‘funny’ about shopping for funeral goods and 
services, Chris Lambert never saw his actions in any other terms.  Unlike May and Chris, 
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Dana Fuller’s situation, rather than her own choices, prevented her from arranging a 
traditional funeral service; however, the urgings of her co-workers combined with her 
feeling that it was important to provide her family the opportunity to achieve closure 
ultimately led her to recreate many elements of the traditional funeral service within the 
confines of her father’s wishes, her limited resources, and the expectations of the 
community. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 In this chapter, I described how consumers who enter the funeral market come to 
utilize the services of one seller over all of the others in an area.  I showed that the 
overwhelming majority of consumers do not rely on comparison shopping to find a seller. 
With a few exceptions, the consumers I spoke with did not contact any funeral homes 
other than the one whose services they ultimately purchased.  Not only that, but they did 
not even consider the possibility of contacting more than one funeral home.  The decision 
was unreflexive.  In most cases, consumers simply returned to the family funeral home.  
In others, consumers simply contacted the first funeral home a friend or co-worker 
recommended to them.   
This unreflexive behavior is difficult to comprehend within the context of 
Beckert’s intentional rationality because it is fairly easy to manage many elements of the 
uncertainty attached to choosing a funeral home.  As mentioned above, for instance, 
consumers can easily gather price information from all of the funeral homes in their area, 
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but few do.  As such, it is difficult to explain this particular consumer ‘choice’ in terms of 
uncertainty.   
Where Beckert's conceptualization of uncertainty leads him to conclude that 
people fall back on social scripts when faced with uncertainty, my data suggest that 
people begin with social devices and then only face uncertainty when those devices break 
down.  Consumers repeatedly return to the same funeral homes again and again or they 
rely on recommendations from friends or co-workers to find a funeral home.  In the 
majority of cases, the idea of searching for a better deal – an idea that features 
prominently in the way people approach many market exchanges – never occurs to 
funeral consumers.  The fact that the ‘choice’ of funeral home is overwhelmingly a non-
choice suggests, despite the fact that consumers are very often emotionally upset and 
ignorant of their options, that most consumers do not experience uncertainty when they 
are in need of a funeral provider.  While Beckert is correct that those who face 
uncertainty respond by falling back on social devices, my findings suggest that he is 
incorrect when he argues that uncertainty is a natural and fundamental feature of all 
markets.  In funeral markets, at least, a consumer will only experience uncertainty in the 
absence of clear social rules. 
In Appendix C, I test the conclusions drawn from my interviews using an analysis 
of eight surveys that asked respondents how they came to hire one funeral home or 
another.  The findings of this analysis support the conclusions I draw here. 
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CHAPTER 5: MONEY, MEANING, AND RELATIONAL WORK IN FUNERAL 
MARKETS   
 
In April of 2008, Brian East’s cousin, Michelle, died of kidney cancer.  While 
Brian had been aware that Michelle had been sick, he had not known that her condition 
had been life-threatening.  He was surprised and saddened, but he also knew he had a job 
to do.  Both of Michelle’s parents were dead, and Brian was her closest living relative, so 
even though he had never spoken to Michelle about what she would want for services, it 
fell to him to arrange her funeral.  Brian set out to arrange the services with three goals in 
mind: to carry out his cousin's wishes, to honor her memory, and to facilitate his own and 
the community's goodbye. 
 The goods and services that Brian purchased were directed towards 
accomplishing these goals.  Because her parents had been buried, Brian assumed that 
Michelle would want to be buried as well.  When it came time to choose products, Brian 
wanted to choose each item that Michelle would have “pick[ed] out, if she had to pick it 
out for herself.”  Michelle had been a gardener in life, so Brian and others purchased 
flowers that Michelle preferred rather than those they preferred themselves.  He chose a 
'medium-priced' mahogany casket that he described as “imbued with her personality” 
because, like Michelle, the casket was 'feminine,' 'simple,' and 'dignified.'   
For Brian, it was especially important for those people Michelle valued, as well as 
those who valued Michelle, to attend the services because it honored his cousin by 
showing how much she meant to so many people.  Ultimately, Brian felt that the services 
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allowed him and the other attendees to say goodbye to Michelle.  The funeral served as 'a 
closing,' a way for the survivors to come together, share support, trade stories, remember 
Michelle, and then move on with their lives with the knowledge that Michelle would no 
longer be part of those lives.  Throughout the entire arrangement process, Brian felt that 
he had a duty to these people – many of whom he had never met – just as he had a duty to 
honor his cousin.  These services come with a price tag, though. 
As in Chapter 4, this chapter focuses on how individual consumers make 
decisions when arranging a funeral; however, this chapter takes us inside the funeral 
home to look at how consumers choose among the myriad goods and services available 
for purchase.  While we might expect consumers to be overwhelmed by the dizzying 
array of caskets, memorabilia, and other items available for purchase, I argue that 
consumers’ purchases are constrained by the requirements of the funeral ritual and by 
their efforts to use those purchases to define social relationships, their own, the 
deceased’s, and the community’s.  Unlike the choice of funeral home, money does matter 
here, but not in a strictly economic sense.  Funeral rituals are designed to redefine social 
relationships.  In other words, these purchases perform what Zelizer (2012:149) refers to 
as ‘relational work,’ the “the creative effort people make establishing, maintaining, 
negotiating, transforming, and terminating interpersonal relationships.”  The ritual 
facilitates the deceased’s transition from socially alive to socially dead, the child’s 
transition to an orphan, and the wife’s transition to widow.  Consumers, then, are 
responsible for choosing goods and services that facilitate this ritual.    
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THE COST OF FUNERALS 
In total, Brian East estimates that the entire funeral service cost around $10,000, 
and this figure was not unusually high among my interviewees, one of whom reported 
spending over $16,000 on his father's funeral.  Table 5-1 draws on a survey of member 
funeral homes from the National Funeral Directors Association (NFDA 2010) to list the 
typical range of costs associated with various goods and services purchased at funeral 
homes.  The NFDA estimates the cost of median 'adult casketed funeral'46,47 at $7755, a 
figure that does not include several other services that can be added at the funeral home, 
such as the use of a limousine (see 'other services' on Table 5-1).  In addition, this figure 
does not include the cost of an obituary, burial clothing, a headstone or monument, 
flowers,48 clergy, collation,49 or cemetery costs,50 the combined costs of which can add 
many thousands of dollars to the total cost of the service.  The funeral, then, is one of the 
                                                 
46
  The NFDA defines an adult casketed funeral as a “funeral with a viewing and ceremony” and they 
include 11 basic services, which can be found listed under 'Adult Casketed Funeral' on Table 5-1. 
47
  It is unclear how many funeral consumers actually purchase a full casketed funeral.  It is likely that the 
overwhelming majority of consumers purchased such a service in the past, but its popularity has declined 
over the years; however, it is still the dominant form of funeral service today. 
48
  Unfortunately, there is no way to know how much the average consumer spends on floral arrangements 
for funerals, but there are several national retailers whose prices are readily available online.  Costco.com, 
for instance, lists a total of five arrangements that range in price from $279.99 to $349.99.  1-800-Florals 
(800florals.com) is, according to their website, a network of 25,000 florists that deliver throughout the 
United States and Canada.  Their online catalog lists over 80 arrangements, which range in price from 
$49.95 to $299.95.  Finally, FTD.com, another network of florists in the United States and Canada, lists 
over 100 floral arrangements, which range in price from $35.99 to $762.99.  All prices were checked on 
5/29/12. 
49
  A collation is a gathering that takes place after the completion of the funeral service.  Generally, funeral 
attendees are invited to a restaurant, hall, or a private home to share a meal and remember the deceased. 
50
  Cemetery costs include the cost of a burial plot and the cost to open and close the plot once the person is 
to be buried.  Unfortunately, there are no official figures available for the average cost of either of these, 
but several sources estimate the average cost of a cemetery plot to be between $1500 and $4000 (MSNBC 
2008; Price and Schweers 2010; Schiffman 2005); however, it is impossible to assess the validity of these 
estimates. 
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most expensive purchases most people will ever make,51 and, for some, the expense 
associated with a funeral brings with it dire financial consequences (Banks 1998; Fan and 
Zick 2004). 
Table 5-1: Funeral Costs in 2009 (in dollars) 
Source: NFDA 2010 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
51
  According to Lino (1990:8), the “funeral can be the third most expensive purchase a person makes, after 
a home or car”; however, the figures reported by Ingraham (2008) suggest that weddings may be more 
expensive.  It is worth pointing out, though, that weddings are another rite of passage.   
Adult Casketed Funeral Median Minimum Maximum
Nondeclinable basic services fee 1817 695 4950
Removal/transfer of remains to funeral home 250 50 695
Embalming 628 275 1529
Other preparation of the body (cosmetology, hairdressing) 200 25 663
Use of facilities/staff for viewing 395 85 1700
Use of facilities/staff for funeral ceremony 450 100 2985
Hearse 275 45 945
Service car/van 125 35 515
Basic memorial printed package 125 20 490
Metal casket (Avg. charge for most frequently purchased item) 2295 700 5525
Vault (Avg. charge for most frequently purchased item) 1195 109 2177
Total: 7755
Other Services
Forwarding of remains to another funeral home 1930 115 4800
Receiving of remains from another funeral home 1688 335 4325
Use of facilities/staff for memorial service 450 100 2930
Use of equipment/staff for graveside service 343 75 3285
Limousine 250 45 585
Disposition of Remains (without ceremony or service)
Direct cremation (container provided by family) 1965 235 4675
Direct cremation (container provided by funeral home) 2070 300 4950
Immediate burial  (container provided by family) 2158 200 5035
Immediate burial  (container provided by funeral home) 2730 300 6598
Caskets
Metal burial casket 2295 700 5525
Wood burial casket 2865 300 6070
Cremation casket 900 25 2895
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There are ways that consumers can avoid spending such large sums of money.  
For those willing to host the ceremony themselves, consumers can avoid employing 
funeral directors52 and hold a home funeral in which the family – often with the help of a 
home funeral consultant who charges a small fee53 – wash and casket the body, host the 
wake, and transport the body to the cemetery or crematorium.  The overwhelming 
majority of consumers do not opt for a home funeral.  For those consumers who do not 
wish (or are not able) to completely avoid the use of funeral professionals, there are many 
ways to lower the cost of the service at the funeral home.  For instance, consumers can 
purchase the least expensive casket or opt to not purchase printed funeral materials (such 
as a program).  For those willing to forgo any public service of any kind, consumers can 
opt for an 'immediate burial' or 'direct cremation,' the median prices of which are $2730 
and $2070, respectively, but some sellers only charge a few hundred dollars for these 
services (NFDA 2010).   
The question we are left with, then, is why do people spend so many thousands of 
dollars to mark the death of a loved one and dispose of the remains?  There are two 
different explanations on offer in the existing literature, the 'rational actor model' and 
what I label the 'vulnerable consumer model.'  I argue that neither works to explain 
consumers' choices of funeral goods and services, and I offer a third model, based on 
recent work in economic sociology, to explain consumer decision making. Specifically, I 
                                                 
52
  There are eight states that require consumers to employ a funeral director in some capacity: Connecticut, 
Illinois, Indiana, Louisiana, Michigan, Nebraska, New Jersey, and New York (Slocum and Carlson 2011). 
53
  A 2009 article in the New York Times (Zezima 2009) reports that home funeral consultants charge about 
$200 for a consultation, but the costs can rise to about $3000 if the consultant needs to travel.  At the 
moment, there do not seem to be too many home funeral consultants in operation in the United States.  As 
of 5/25/12, the membership list of the National Home Funeral Alliance only included 93 names.   
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argue that, from an outsider’s perspective, funeral consumers enter a market in which 
they are faced with a dizzying array of decisions as well as an overwhelming selection of 
goods and services to choose from; however, the actual process of arranging a funeral is 
structured in a way that eliminates this complexity.  Many of the ‘choices’ consumers 
make are not choices at all, but are rather taken-for-granted practices enmeshed in social 
conventions.  In other words, what appears to be a genuine choice is often a non-choice.  
Those choices that remain are shaped by consumers’ obligations and duties to the 
deceased and the broader community rather than their own personal preferences; in other 
words, these are typically weak choices.   
One could think of consumer choice in a way that includes obligations and duties 
as components of the individual consumer’s preferences.  To do so, though, would imply 
that the consumer includes a calculation of the costs and benefits attached to adherence to 
these social obligations and duties when making decisions.  In other words, adherence to 
duty and obligations are simply part of any given consumer’s preference hierarchy.  
While it is certainly possible that some individuals do weigh the costs and benefits of 
breaking the socially defined rules governing funeral expenditures, such calculation is 
missing from weak choices.  When making a weak choice, the individual is socially 
constrained to a very narrow range of options.  It is the social obligations and duties 
embedded in social relationships and rituals that structure these constraints.  The 
relationships and rituals themselves are taken-for-granted and so do not play a role in the 
consumer’s calculation.  In other words, these obligations and duties are constitutive of 
the taken-for-granted context in which the individual decides rather than components of 
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the decision itself. Ultimately, then, the price of a funeral is rooted in social conventions 
of appropriate action taken within the context of social relationships that essentially 
dictate what consumers buy.   
 
MODELS OF CONSUMER DECISION MAKING 
 The 'rational actor model' is rooted in neo-classical economic theory and suggests 
that both funeral directors and consumers are ‘rational’ in that they both act to maximize 
their individual satisfaction, or utility (Becker 1976; Schotter 1990; Von Mises 1966).  
Funeral sellers operate their businesses to maximize profits.  Consumers choose goods 
and services once they have weighed the costs and benefits associated with each.  Within 
this context, the question of why consumers buy what they do is not addressed.  
Consumers simply buy the goods and services that best maximize their individual utility, 
given their resources.  One consumer purchases an expensive casket because he or she 
has a preference for that casket.  Another purchases an inexpensive casket because he or 
she has a preference for that casket.  Personal preferences explain action.  For the most 
part, researchers who have studied funeral consumption - typically consumer studies 
scholars, social workers, and social critics - have rejected the rational actor model in 
favor of what I will refer to as the ‘vulnerable consumer’ model. 
 Much of the work examining funeral expenditures presents consumers as 
vulnerable for some reason, and, thus, potential victims of funeral directors, who are 
assumed to be unscrupulous and manipulative (Bowman 1959; Carlson 1998; Harmer 
1963; Mitford 1963; Roberts 1997).  Consumer vulnerability stems from one of two 
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sources: information asymmetry or emotional instability, both of which are compounded 
by time pressure.  Most consumers who enter the funeral market do so with limited 
information (Kopp and Kemp 2007A), and consumers who lack information are 
disadvantaged when purchasing from sellers who are well informed and are in a position 
to control information (Akerloff 1970).  Funeral directors know what services are 
available, what they cost, and what is required by state and federal laws; most consumers 
do not have access to this information.  As a result, funeral directors are able to use this 
asymmetry to their advantage by charging higher prices than the consumers would spend 
if they had access to the same information as the funeral directors.  A few studies have 
found that funeral directors do, on occasion, exploit this information asymmetry.  For 
example, Somer, Nelson, and Hoyt (1985) found that some funeral directors will report 
different prices for services depending on who is requesting the information.  Funeral 
directors reported lower prices for services to researchers who identified themselves as 
researchers than researchers who identified themselves as potential customers.54  In 
addition, a minority of funeral consumers report that they were provided with misleading 
information about products and services by funeral directors (AARP 1999A).  Since 
consumers need to make purchases quickly, few have the opportunity to search for more 
or better information. 
 Others (Bern-Klug, Ekerdt, and Wilkinson 1999; Kopp and Pullen 2003; 
Simmons 1975A, 1975B) argue that the psychological effects of dealing with the loss of a 
                                                 
54
  The authors completed their data collection before the implementation of federal regulations that would 
have made the funeral directors’ actions illegal. 
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loved one leave the consumer in a vulnerable position.  An individual purchasing funeral 
services will likely experience intense grief, confusion, anger, and a host of other 
emotions that make purchasing decisions difficult.  Again, the consumer is presented as 
vulnerable to the manipulations of an unscrupulous funeral director, who can use his or 
her customer’s emotional devastation to sell more than the consumer would purchase 
were he or she in a more ‘rational’ frame of mind. 
 Implicit in these arguments is the idea that ‘rationality’ is the ‘normal’ state that 
needs to be restored.  They assume that, while the typical economic actor is able to 
maximize his or her utility, the time pressure, emotional devastation, and lack of 
familiarity with prices in the funeral market subvert the normal calculation process that 
would typically prevent reckless expenditures.  While I do not wish to challenge the idea 
that funeral consumers very often (though not always) face time pressure, emotional 
devastation, and decisions that they are not prepared for, the vulnerable consumer model 
is problematic for several reasons.   
 First, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) instituted what is known as the 
'Funeral Rule' in 1984 (Kopp and Kemp 2007A; McChesney 1990).  The Funeral Rule 
was designed to assist consumers make more 'rational' decisions when purchasing funeral 
goods and services by requiring that sellers provide upfront pricing information to 
consumers, and it also prohibits funeral directors from engaging in certain unethical 
practices, such as telling a customer that embalming is legally required or that it will 
preserve a body indefinitely (Kopp and Kemp 2007B).  While these regulations have 
made it easier for funeral consumers to make informed purchases, they do not seem to 
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have had an appreciable effect on the cost of funerals (McChesney 1990). 
 Second, not all consumers face the same time constraint, emotional distress, or 
lack of information.  Not every death is sudden; many people die over a period of days, 
weeks, or months, and in these cases consumers are able to use this time to make (or at 
least plan for) funeral arrangements.  Others choose to pre-arrange their funeral services.  
According to the AARP (Choi-Allum 2007), 34% of those over 50 have completed some 
form of planning for their funeral, and 23% have prepaid at least a portion of the 
expenses.  In another survey, the AARP (1999A) reported that 44% of those who had 
arranged a funeral faced a situation in which at least some of the details had been 
arranged in advanced.  Such advanced planning can reduce or even eliminate the time 
pressure that consumers face.  Similarly, pre-arrangers are unlikely to experience the 
same level of emotional distress as an individual who lost a loved one suddenly.  This is 
not to say that the contemplation of one's own death that comes along with the purchase 
of funeral services is not an emotional experience, but it almost certainly lacks the 
intensity of feeling that comes with the sudden death of a parent, spouse, or child.  Even 
among those who have not pre-arranged, consumers who arrange a service for a loved 
one whose death was preceded by a long illness are very likely to be grief-stricken, but 
that does not mean that they are incapable of making informed decisions.   
Finally, not all funeral consumers lack information about the process of arranging 
services or the costs associated with those services.  For instance, some consumers have 
experience arranging funerals.  In addition, consumers often arrange services in groups 
(FTC 1982; Marks and Calder 1982; McChesney 1990).  A grieving wife will likely 
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select services alongside her children, a trusted friend, or others.  In such a situation, it is 
often the case that one or more of those present during the arrangement process will have 
experience arranging a funeral or that one or more is not experiencing an extreme level of 
emotional distress. 
Both of these models explain consumer expenses in almost exclusively 
individualistic terms.  Either consumers act rationally to maximize their individual utility, 
or the consumers would like to maximize their individual utility but cannot because of 
time pressure and emotional distress.  When social relationships are introduced, they are 
grossly oversimplified, with a caricatured consumer incapable of resisting the 
manipulations of a devious funeral director.  I do not mean to argue here that no funeral 
consumer attempts to maximize utility, nor do I take the position that funeral directors 
never use their positions to take advantage of unwary, unprepared consumers; however, I 
will argue that neither is the norm.  Both funeral consumers and funeral directors are 
embedded in complex networks of relations, relations governed by equally complex 
systems of rules, obligations, and meanings.  It is these networks of relations that explain 
much of the behavior we see in funeral markets, including the consumer’s selection of 
goods and services.   
 
CHOICE AND 'CHOICE' IN FUNERAL MARKETS 
 To begin to illustrate the importance of the social context, I want to return to 
Brian East and his experience arranging his cousin Michelle's funeral.  Brian's story is 
typical of the consumers I spoke with.  When thrust into the market for funeral services, 
129 
 
 
 
people make choices not only for themselves, but also for the deceased and those in the 
broader community.  Many of these decisions are determined by social rituals that require 
that certain products are purchased.  If we think of a choice as selection after 
consideration of at least two viable alternatives, then these are not really 'choices' at all.  
Brian's decision to bury rather than cremate is one such 'choice.'  Even though Michelle 
had never specifically told him she would want to be buried, he told me that “there was 
never a mention of cremation during the arrangements.”  The fact that Michelle would be 
buried was simply taken-for-granted (Schutz 1967).  To an outsider to this purchase, it 
might appear as if Brian made the decision to bury within the context of a set of options 
that included both casket burial and cremation;55 however, the fact that cremation was 
never considered (even in passing) implies that he did not make a choice in any 
meaningful sense.  To draw on the typology I offered in Chapter 2, Brian ‘made’ a non-
                                                 
55
  The degree to which our choices are constrained becomes even starker when we consider the universe of 
possible ways of disposing of human remains.  Despite Americans’ virtually universal use of either burial 
or cremation, human societies have used a remarkably wide array of methods to dispose of human bodies.  
Some of these methods – such as exposure, mortuary cannibalism, or mummification – are virtually 
unthinkable in the context of American funeral rituals.  Others – such as burial at sea or donation to 
medical research – are viable options for many in the sense that they are available and legal; however, very 
few people are aware of these as options, and even fewer actually opt to use them.  There have also been 
recent moves to develop new ways to dispose of the dead.  Liquefaction through a process known as 
alkaline hydrolysis has emerged as part of a movement to ‘green’ funerals.  The process uses lye, heat, and 
pressure to reduce the majority material in human body to a liquid (Franko 2011; Shough 2011).  The 
process also leaves behind a “dry bone reside” similar to the ashes that remain when the body is cremated 
(Franko 2011).  Family members can then keep this residue as they would ashes.  Despite the fact that this 
method is much more environmentally friendly than cremation (New York Times 2012), the idea that a 
person’s liquid remains would be disposed of “down the drain” is disrespectful or undignified has led to 
resistance from lawmakers (Franko 2011).  As of now, only a few states allow the practice, while a few 
expressly disallow it.  Its legality is unclear in others.  An artist, Jae Rim Lee, has developed yet another 
alternative, a suit infused with mushroom spores that eventually grow and consume the body (Lee 2011).  
She has named it the ‘mushroom death suit.’  Like alkaline hydrolysis, this suit is more environmentally 
friendly than either burial or cremation.  Despite the advantages of both alkaline hydrolysis and the 
mushroom death suit, it is exceedingly unlikely that either will challenge burial and cremation’s combined 
dominance. 
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choice.    
 In contrast, other purchases do involve selection from a range of viable 
alternatives, and so we can say that people do make some choices when they make 
purchases in funeral markets.  Brian's choice of casket is an example of such a genuine 
choice, a strong choice in this case.  To illustrate the difference between non-choices and 
genuine choices (both weak and strong), Brian chose which casket he would ultimately 
purchase (a genuine choice), but he did not make the choice to purchase a casket (a non-
choice).  None of the choices that people make in funeral markets, though, are true 
choices.  Putting aside the cognitive limitations that make true choices impossible (or at 
minimum very difficult),56 all choices are made within a broad cultural context that 
imbues them with meaning, and these meanings have profound implications for how 
consumers buy goods and services. 
Regardless of whether any individual purchase is the result of a non-choice or a 
genuine choice, all of the purchases involved in the arrangement of funeral services 
perform what Zelizer (2012) labels 'relational work.'  In other words, funeral purchases 
serve to redefine consumers' relationship to the deceased, define and maintain the 
consumers' relationships with community members, and facilitate the redefinition of 
those same community members' relationship with the deceased.  Ultimately, I argue that 
the concept of relational work provides us with a framework to understand purchasing 
decisions in the Massachusetts funeral market. 
                                                 
56
  See, for instance, work in behavioral economics (Kahneman 2003; Tversky and Kahneman 1981) or 
dual-processing theory in cognitive psychology (Evans 2003, 2008). 
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 The remainder of this chapter explores how both non-choices and genuine choices 
perform relational work.  To do so, I begin by exploring the most important of the 
relationships that shape funeral purchases: those between the living and the dead.  Then, I 
explore three of the major purchases funeral consumers make and the relational work 
they perform.  The first two, the wake and the method of disposition, are (generally) non-
choices, and the third, the casket, is (generally) a genuine choice.  I conclude with a brief 
description of the relational work performed by those in the broader community. 
 
BIOLOGICAL DEATH AND SOCIAL LIFE 
 While it may seem odd to speak of relationships between the living and the dead, 
the life and death of social relationships do not map clearly onto the life and death of 
physical bodies. As several researchers have pointed out, biological death and 'social 
death' do not necessarily occur simultaneously57 (Howarth 2000, 2007A, 2007B; Klass, 
Silverman, and Nickman 1996).  In many instances, a person 'dies' socially before the 
body has expired.  For example, a hospital  patient whose death is (seemingly) imminent 
                                                 
57
  One issue that complicates the connection between social and biological death is the surprisingly 
difficult process of actually determining when a person is biologically dead, a process that varies across 
time and cultures and is contested in contemporary America. Before the advent of respirators and other 
medical technologies, a person could safely be declared dead once lung and heart function ceased, but 
medical advances have rendered such criteria less useful since they allow many body processes to continue 
to function long after the heart's last beat (Blank 2008). The debates surrounding the definition of biological 
death are not simply academic exercises; the criteria that we use to diagnose death decides when treatment 
and life support can be terminated as well as when organs can be harvested for transplantation to others 
(Lock 2004; Monaghan 2002). In America, a person is now considered dead once the brain ceases 
functioning (Ad Hoc Committee of the Harvard Medical School 1968; President's Commission 1981); 
however, definitions of 'brain death' vary. As Monaghan (2002:14) writes, it is a “rather unnerving fact that 
whether you are alive or dead may depend on where you live.” Even when a clear definition is offered, 
determining brain death requires a host of medical assessments and technologies, many of which require 
clinical skills that may not even be available at many hospitals (Wijdicks 2001). 
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can, depending on the organizational practices and culture of that hospital, gradually shift 
from a person to a 'body,' and the treatment the 'body' receives will reflect this shift 
(Sudnow 1967).  Similarly, a person with advanced Alzheimer's or some other form of 
dementia may no longer be capable of participating in any form of social life, and may 
come to be perceived - and thus treated - as effectively dead (Northcott and Wilson 2008; 
Sweeting and Gilhooly 1991).  While at least one consumer I interviewed arranged a 
funeral for someone who had died socially long before the end of her biological life, the 
overwhelming majority acted as if the social relationship had outlived the biological 
entity.58   
This finding is unsurprising given the anthropological understanding of rituals 
that I described in Chapter 2.  To Van Gennep (1960), the funeral and other ‘rites of 
passage’ are “ceremonies whose essential purpose is to enable the individual to pass from 
                                                 
58
  I have limited data that bear on those situations in which the person died socially before he or she died 
biologically, but what I do have suggests that consumers in these situations do approach the arrangements 
differently.  Of all the consumers that I spoke with, only Robert Griffis arranged a service for a person 
whose social death preceded biological death, but his experience is illustrative.  Before her death, Robert’s 
mother had suffered from Alzheimer’s for almost 10 years.  In that time, she had slowly become incapable 
of recognizing her living family members and lost touch with any living friends she may have had.  I will 
argue later on in the chapter that one of the major obligations that funeral consumers must meet is the 
notification of the community of a death, usually through a death notice posted in a newspaper.  Without 
such a notice, the consumer would be able to symbolically terminate his or her own relationship with the 
dead, but it is the responsibility of the consumers to enable others to symbolically end their own 
relationships with the deceased as well.  This obligation is partially to the deceased, but the obligation is 
also to those in the community who might want to attend the services, such as the deceased’s friends, old 
co-workers, acquaintances, or anyone else.  The consumer is obligated to make every effort to inform these 
people, regardless of whether or not he or she has met them or is even aware of their existence.  Because of 
her condition, Robert elected to not pay for such a notice.  He explained his decision as follows:  
Now, there wasn’t many people [that would want to know about her death]. She was 91 years old, 
and I elected not to put it in the newspaper.  Any friend she might have had probably had been 
dead for years or if they are alive they are not going to... they're probably as bad as she was 
physically and mentally…  The newspaper charges, I think, close to $500 for an obituary…  I 
could have put it in the newspaper and spent the $500.  And I am sure no one would have read it 
that she knew…  So I just didn’t see the logic of it.  It seemed like a waste of money.   
Despite the fact that it was unlikely that there was anyone in the community who still had any connection to 
their mother, Robert’s sister was unhappy with his decision to not put a notice in the newspaper. 
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one well-defined position to another which is equally well defined” (3).  As the ritual 
progresses toward completion, the biologically dead individual moves from socially alive 
to socially dead, a social status achieved at the completion of the ritual.   
All participants in the ritual play a role in ensuring its completion.  Family 
members, friends, co-workers, and others from the community visit the deceased one last 
time to ‘say goodbye.’  They share stories and reminisce.  They laugh and cry together, 
and they may even fight, sometimes bitterly.  In so doing, not only do they work to 
symbolically redefine the social status of the deceased (by symbolically terminating the 
relationship), they also reshape the entire constellation of relationships in which that 
person was embedded.  By gathering together, they affirm and strengthen the social 
bonds that remain between the living.59  They also begin the process of reconstructing 
their social worlds around the hole that the deceased leaves behind.60  Durkheim 
(2001:287) describes these features of funerals when he writes that rituals “are, above all, 
the means by which the social group periodically reaffirms itself.”  
The consumer responsible for arranging this ritual, then, becomes responsible for 
purchasing the goods and services required to ensure that this symbolic redefinition 
occurs.  As such, all purchases connected to the funeral ritual constitute what Zelizer 
(2012) refers to as relational work, which she defines as “the creative effort people make 
                                                 
59
  Several consumers compared their experiences at funerals to reunions that reunited them with people 
that they only see rarely.   
60
  This is not to say that the hole is always filled.  The death of a person who serves as a bridge between 
two networks can permanently sever the connection between the people in those different networks.  In 
such cases, a funeral may be the last time members of each group see one another.  Because the funeral is 
likely to bring representatives from each network together one last time, it also serves as an opportunity to 
forge an alternative bridge that keeps the groups connected. 
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establishing, maintaining, negotiating, transforming, and terminating interpersonal 
relationships” (149). These purchases enable the ritual itself, and so the consumer creates 
a context that not only enables his or her own relational work, but also the relational work 
of the entire community.  
For the most part, this chapter focuses on consumers’ relational work, but I also 
explore the relational work of others later in the chapter.  What is essential to this 
argument, though, is the idea that the biologically deceased remains socially alive until 
the completion of the funeral ritual.  In this section, I draw on my interviews to make the 
case that the relationships between biologically living and the biologically dead continue. 
Several factors reflect the continued existence of these relationships.  First, many 
of the consumers I spoke with defined themselves as caring for their deceased loved one.  
For several, the process of arranging and enacting the funeral ritual was defined as an act 
of care.  Interestingly, consumers did not frame this responsibility as caring for their 
loved one's remains, but for the loved one.  For example, Andrew Jenkins felt that his role 
as his father’s caregiver continued throughout the funeral arrangement: 
...when you take care of someone for so long, maybe I was programmed to 
take care of him and just was still taking care of him. 
 
Kristi Bethea similarly defined funeral planning as an act of care: 
...when you plan it for a loved one, even though it’s not true, you really 
feel like you are like enveloping them.  You’re taking care of them.  You’re 
doing your last hug, kind of. 
 
Kristi's words, like those of others I spoke with, suggest that there is a tension between 
acts of caring for the deceased and the knowledge that the person is dead. While Kristi 
defined her actions as caring, she felt her mother would never know and could not 
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actually experience the 'hug.'  Quite a few consumers shifted back and forth between 
defining the funeral service as something they did for the deceased and something they 
did for themselves or others.  For example, many consumers emphasized that the funeral 
ritual is “for the living,” but still repeatedly stated that they wanted to care for the 
deceased. 
 Others framed aspects of the services in terms of a gift to the deceased or as 
something that the deceased 'deserved.'  Gerry Gocci, for instance, wanted his father, a 
World War II veteran, to have a funeral that reflected his military service and patriotism.  
Gerry arranged for soldiers from a military base to attend the funeral and perform a 21-
gun salute.  He also purchased an American flag wreath and other items that 
demonstrated his father's love of country.  Gerry explained his decision to include these 
elements as follows: 
That whole thing with... the way I prepared for my father was very 
important to me. It was very important to me. I felt as though I owed him 
that because of what he did during his life as far as fighting for his country. 
He deserved that. I mean he sacrificed four years of his life in the jungles. 
He deserved it, you know? 
 Gerry Gocci, Funeral Consumer 
 
Janie Hodgson and her family “put the world” in her father's casket “so he wouldn't be 
bored.”  The 'world' included family pictures, a baseball bat, leaves from his favorite tree, 
vegetables from his garden, and other material objects that they felt symbolized his life. 
 The language that the funeral directors used similarly presented the relationship 
between the bereaved and the deceased as alive.  Directors, for example, avoid the use of 
the word 'body,' which symbolically reduces the deceased to a physical thing rather than a 
mother, father, husband, wife, child, or the like.  One funeral director, Ray Monaldo, 
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discussed the proper language to use when picking up a body from a home: 
I caught myself [using the incorrect word] the other day, something I said: 
“we’re going to put her on the stretcher.”  Never fucking say that. [Say], 
“we’re going to put your mother on the stretcher.” It’s not a 'her,' it’s not a 
'him,' it’s not 'the body'.  [Don't say], “sign this.  This will release the body 
from the hospital.” 
 
Erik Sambrano reported that he uses the present tense when speaking about the deceased 
at the beginning of a funeral arrangement.  For example, when asking a consumer about 
his or her deceased mother's occupation, he will say “What does your mother do?” rather 
than “What did your mother do?”  At the start of the arrangement process, as he 
explained it, “when a death occurs, it is like the family is still at that point of connection 
with the deceased.  They are still at that point where the death hasn’t really hit them yet.  
It hasn’t hit them yet that Mom’s gone.”  As the bereaved move through the various 
phases of the ritual, the tense gradually changes from present to the past.  “What does 
your mother do” gradually transforms into “what did your mother do?” 
 
THREE MAJOR PURCHASES  
 If the purpose of the funeral is to move the deceased from the social status of alive 
to the social status of dead, then the person in charge of purchasing funeral goods and 
services carries the responsibility to buy those goods and services that can facilitate this 
transition in a socially appropriate way.  The individual consumer’s connections to the 
deceased and the broader community constrain the consumer’s choices such that the 
overwhelming majority of the money spent on funerals goes toward the definition, 
maintenance, and termination of social relationships.  This section explores three of the 
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most important of these purchases. 
 
Method of Disposition: Burial or Cremation? 
 The first major decision that faces the consumer is how to dispose of the 
deceased’s remains.  While cultures from around the world dispose of their dead in an 
amazing variety of ways, Americans are generally faced with two options: burial or 
cremation.  Unfortunately, there are no verifiable, seemingly valid sources that report the 
average cost of cremation in the United States, but we can get a rough sense of the cost 
differential between these methods of disposition by comparing the prices of direct 
cremations and immediate burials (cremation or burial with no services of any kind).  The 
NFDA (2010) reports that the median immediate burial costs $2730 while the median 
direct cremation costs $2070, for a difference of $660; however, this figure greatly 
underestimates the difference in cost between cremation and burial when services are 
involved.  A burial with a service will – in the majority of cases – lead to the purchase of 
a casket, while a cremation with services will lead to the purchase of an urn, which is 
generally a much less expensive product than a casket.61  In addition, the purchase of a 
burial plot combined with the cost of opening and closing a grave upon burial can add 
thousands of dollars to the total cost of the funeral.62  Ultimately, it is clear that cremation 
costs significantly less than burial. 
                                                 
61
  If there is to be a wake, most funeral homes require that the body be displayed in a casket, even if the 
remains are to be cremated; however, those purchasing cremation services will generally purchase less 
expensive caskets than those who choose burial, or, in many cases, those who choose cremation can opt for 
the remains to be displayed in a rental casket at significant savings. 
62
  See footnote #50 in this chapter for estimates of the costs of burial plots and other cemetery costs. 
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 When I asked consumers why they had chosen the method they did, they offered 
several different reasons.  In most cases, it was "what [the deceased] would have 
wanted."63  Interestingly, this was true even for many of those who had never spoken to 
the deceased about burial or cremation.  One or the other was simply the default, and 
since the deceased had never said otherwise, the consumer assumed that the default was 
the correct option.  The overwhelming majority knew going into the arrangement 
conference exactly what method they would 'choose' and the possibility of the other never 
entered into their minds.  In addition, consumers who, for example, would have chosen 
cremation for themselves would often choose burial for their loved one if they perceived 
that that is what the deceased would have preferred (again, whether or not the deceased 
ever indicated a preference for either one). 
For most consumers, the 'choice' here is not really a choice at all, especially if 
they are arranging services for someone else.  In most families, there is a traditional 
method of disposition that is simply assumed.  While the majority of consumers that I 
spoke with arranged a service for a loved one, only a few had spoken with their loved one 
about his or her preferred method of disposition prior to death; however, choosing 
between burial and cremation was not difficult because one of the two - usually 
cremation among my interviewees - was not even considered.  Kelly Squires described 
how she settled on burial for her husband: 
Cremation didn’t come into it… we never even thought about cremation I 
don’t think.  It’s just something that… you know, you're buried. 
                                                 
63
  See Hockey, Kellaher, and Prendergast (2007) for an exploration of how individuals reconstruct the 
‘deceased's wishes.’ 
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Gina Moretti similarly did not consider cremation, a fact she attributes to her membership 
in the Greek Orthodox Church: 
GM:  I think it has to be a burial. I don’t think I ever heard of a cremation 
in orthodox. I think it has to be… well in the olden days I guess they used 
to bury, and take out the bones after so many years. Clean them in 
vinegar… and my mother says she’s done it and then put him in the… 
there’s a little house in the cemetery [back in Greece] that the bones get 
stored. And another person will be buried in that plot. 
JM:  So it’s always a burial? 
GM:  Yes. It’s always a burial. 
 
Neither Kelly nor Gina considered the possibility of cremation. 
What is particularly interesting about this purchase is that it demonstrates the 
degree to which the consumer sees him or herself not as an independent agent, but as an 
agent of the tradition, whether a family or religious tradition, and the consumer equates 
that tradition with what the deceased ‘would have wanted.’  The consumer does not 
choose whatever goods and services he or she desires, but rather the consumer chooses 
the goods and services that allow the ritual to be enacted and are those that reflect the 
wishes of the deceased (or those the consumers imagines that deceased 'would have 
wanted').  This is true even though the deceased is not one of those involved in the 
'consumption' of goods and services and even in those cases in which the deceased did 
not pay for the services.64  Regardless, the deceased retains agency even after death 
because the consumer feels compelled to follow the deceased's wishes.65   
                                                 
64
  Whether through savings, a life insurance policy, or some other method. 
65
  Those who violate the deceased's wishes can face social sanctions.  None of the consumers I interviewed 
reported that they went against the deceased’s wishes, nor did they report facing any accusations from 
others in the community that they went against the deceased’s wishes; however, one funeral director, 
Patricia Williams, told me the story of one consumer who arranged a funeral for his sister and did not 
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As such, the typical consumer has minimal control over the amount of money 
spent on the method of disposition. The consumer either defaults to the family’s 
traditional method of disposition or chooses the method that the deceased wanted (or that 
the consumer imagines the deceased wanted).    
 
To Wake or Not to Wake?  It's Not Really a Question. 
While the connection between the consumer and the deceased is still symbolically 
real at the start of the funeral arrangements and throughout much of the service, the ritual 
process does bring with it an end to the relationship, and it is at the wake that mourners 
begin to end that relationship.  Klicker (1999:37) describes the wake as follows: 
A scheduled time when the deceased is presented for viewing in a casket 
so that family and friends may come together in an environment of mutual 
support to pay their last respects to the deceased.  In some instances there 
is not a viewing, [sic] the deceased is in a closed casket with usually one 
or more photos of him/her on display. 
 
As with the 'choice' between burial and cremation, most consumers did not consider the 
                                                                                                                                                 
arrange for a service at his sister’s church.  She informed me that people in the community were angry, 
both at the brother and at Patricia.  Despite the fact that she has no control over the services one of her 
customer chooses, they felt that she should have done something to force this man to hold a service at the 
church.   
Despite the possibility of sanctions for violating the deceased’s wishes, such sanctions would be 
far from certain, though, because it is unlikely that anyone would question the decisions of the funeral 
arranger, who is almost always the deceased's closest living kin, and as such would be generally regarded 
as the person in the best position to know what the deceased's wishes were. Even without sanctions, though, 
consumers described this duty to the deceased as inviolable.  There were consumers (Elliot Whitt, Kristi 
Bethea, Sarah Jones, Phillip Tallant) and directors (Claudia Nash, Erik Sambrano) who joked that the 
deceased would “come back and haunt” them if they violated their wishes.  According to the funeral 
directors, things can be tricky, though, when there are a group of arrangers who all share the socially 
equivalent relationship with the deceased, as in the case when a group of siblings arrange a funeral for a 
parent.  In such cases, no one individual has clear social and legal authority to overrule others and make a 
decision.  When faced with such a dispute among their clients, funeral directors try to help the family come 
together, but they emphasized that the decision ultimately rests with the family themselves.  If the dispute 
becomes particularly angry or emotional, many funeral directors will leave the room until the family can 
resolve the situation on their own or the funeral director might suggest delaying a decision until later.   
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possibility of not having a wake.  In my conversation with Evelyn Donnallen, she stated 
that she never thought about whether or not to have a wake: 
JM:  How did you decide to have the wake? 
ED:  What do you mean? 
JM:  Well sometimes people have wakes, sometimes they don’t.  Was 
there a thought about whether or not there should be a wake or was it just 
you knew there was going to be a wake? 
ED:  I never thought about it. 
JM:  You never thought about it? 
ED:  No, there was going to be a wake. 
 
Cathy Huson described her decision to have a wake in similar terms: 
I don’t even know how we came to the decision about a wake but I guess 
we assumed that this is what people do when they die. It was almost like 
just following the common practice I guess more than anything else, but 
also that we knew that many people would want to be paying tribute. So 
we, you know it was almost more like it was expected, so we did. I’m not 
sure how we arrived at that decision to tell you the truth. 
   
For both Evelyn and Cathy, the wake is just something that you do.  Suzie Walters 
described the wake as a ‘duty call,’ ‘obligatory,’ and something “you have to do.”  
Ultimately, though, wakes carry significant costs. 
 The first of these costs is the use of the facility itself, as consumers 
overwhelmingly hold wakes at funeral homes.  The venue physically allows for the 
gathering together of the deceased’s family, friends, acquaintances, the family’s friends 
and acquaintances, as well as any others in the community who wish to attend.   
According to the NFDA (2010), the median cost of the use of a funeral home for a wake 
is $395 (this is likely the cost per day, although the report is unclear on this point).  
Consumers also generally purchase prayer cards and other printed materials to distribute 
to wake attendees, and the median cost of such materials is $125.  There are other costs as 
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well, and the remainder of this section explores these costs in connection to their role in 
facilitation of the deceased’s transition from ‘socially alive’ to ‘socially dead.’  
For the funeral directors, the purpose of the wake is twofold: 1) force the 
mourners to confront the reality of death, and 2) provide mourners with an opportunity to 
say goodbye to the deceased.  To do so, most wakes are ‘open-casket,’ which means that 
the deceased is visible in the casket throughout the process.  It is customary in many 
traditions for the wake attendees to approach the casket to say their goodbyes and 
possibly a prayer.  The majority of the consumers (though not all) I spoke with agreed 
that the opportunity to view the deceased is a necessary component in the grieving 
process,66,67 with many sharing stories of lost loved ones whose bodies they did not have 
the opportunity to view (funeral directors shared similar stories about their clients).  In 
such cases, consumers reported that they 'know' that the deceased is gone, but they often 
still 'feel' as if the person is alive. 
Holding an open-casket wake, though, carries additional costs, as the body must 
undergo significant preparation by the funeral director before it can be displayed to the 
                                                 
66
  The claim that viewing the remains of a loved is, in some objective sense, truly necessary to facilitate the 
grieving process is a contentious one.  For my purposes, though, it does not matter if the bereaved actually 
do benefit from viewing the remains.  What does matter is that both funeral directors and consumers 
believe that there is a benefit, and so both groups act as if there is a benefit.  It is the idea that drives the 
action. 
67
  While funeral directors were virtually unanimous that such a viewing is a necessary part of the grieving 
process, there were dissenters among consumers.  While they were in the minority, several reported that 
they felt the process was 'morbid,' burdensome, and the like.  In general, they felt that the viewing was 
either of no help or actively harmful.  Only two of the consumers I spoke with did not hold wakes (with a 
third participating in a viewing of a body in a private home and a fourth holding a wake with the body 
present but in a closed casket).  Those who chose to not have wakes, though, arranged alternative services 
designed to accomplish what the wake typically does, but without the body being present (although other 
symbols of the deceased, such as pictures or ashes, were present in these instances).  For consumers to hold 
such services even when they did not feel them to be beneficial suggests that they are holding the services - 
at least in part - for others than themselves. 
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public.  The goal of all of these ‘restorative’ techniques is to create what funeral directors 
often refer to as a ‘memory picture,’ a final image of the deceased for the bereaved to 
carry with them after the service.  Funeral directors aim to make the deceased look as 
lifelike and peaceful as possible.  To do so, the deceased must first be embalmed, a 
process in which bodily fluids are replaced with chemicals designed to slow the 
decomposition of the body (Harris 2007), and the median cost of this service is $628 
(NFDA 2010).  Second, funeral directors need to apply make-up to the deceased’s skin 
and arrange his or her hair to give the deceased a more lifelike appearance.  At the end of 
the process, the deceased should look like 'himself' or 'herself,' by which funeral directors 
mean the deceased should appear as he or she did when alive and healthy.  Finally, the 
deceased must be dressed, and many choose to dress the deceased in a suit or some sort 
of formal attire, although others choose more casual clothes.  The cost of this clothing is 
hard to estimate, as many consumers provide clothing themselves, although funeral 
homes do sell burial clothing.  
 In addition to the wake providing a culturally sanctioned way for consumers to 
bid farewell to the deceased, the wake also provides a venue for members of the 
community to say goodbye to the deceased, and thus symbolically end their relationships 
as well.  In essence, then, consumers wrestling with their own grief are responsible for 
creating the conditions that will allow the deceased's loved ones, friends, and 
acquaintances the opportunity to perform their own relational work, such as paying 
respects to the deceased and providing emotional support to the bereaved. As such, the 
consumer becomes socially and financially responsible for enabling the participation of 
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the entire community in the funeral ritual. 
 The consumer's first responsibility to the community is to ensure that the 
deceased's friends, family, and co-workers are informed of the death.  To do so, 
consumers spread the word orally through phone calls and the message can then pass 
through the extended social network as each contact passes the word on to others 
(Sudnow 1967); however, consumers are not necessarily in the position to contact 
everyone who knew the deceased or would want to attend funeral services.  As such, 
consumers place notifications in the newspaper.  Depending on the newspaper, the size of 
the notification, and the number of days it is listed, such notifications can easily cost 
hundreds of dollars, but consumers typically defined the notification as something they 
had to do.  For example, when I spoke with Andrew Jenkins about what he saw as 'basic 
services,' he emphasized that to not provide a notice would be 'scrimping': 
Well I would say 'scrimping' meaning you are not going to put it in the 
paper.  So family, friends, loved ones might not know.  Friends who 
weren't say, obvious to the whole family would never know.  By putting it 
in the paper, people who worked with him for the water works are coming 
and DPW and the bus company, all showing up.  And they would have 
never known.  So when I say scrimping, I find that as a basic service, you 
got to let people know.  You know so I think anything less than that, basic 
services would have been compromised. 
  Andrew Jenkins, Consumer 
 
Similarly, Linda Malone bemoaned the expense of newspaper notifications given their 
importance to the ritual itself: 
And that I find very sad for a lot of people that can't afford [to put a notice 
in the newspaper]... It was very sad… that people just can't put it in the 
paper because they can't afford it, bottom line.  Because a lot of time I’d be 
like, “oh I didn’t know” [when] someone says, “oh did you know that so 
and so's kid died?”  I didn't see it in the paper.   
 Linda Malone, Consumer  
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For Andrew, Linda, and many others, notifying the community is an essential component 
of arranging a funeral.   
 For consumers, the task of notifying the community stems from the sense of 
obligation and duty to both the deceased and the community itself rather than the desire 
to do something for themselves; however, one of the stated purposes of the wake is the 
provision of support to grieving family members (Baldwin 2005; Kamerman 1988; 
Wolfelt 2001), and consumers' descriptions of the wakes they have arranged and wakes 
they have attended suggest that this purpose is usually accomplished.  Consumers 
reported that they were often surprised by how important it was to them to see who 
attended (as well as who did not attend) the wake; they reported that meeting, for 
example, a parent's co-worker or old friend and hearing stories about their lost loved one 
allowed them to feel closer to the deceased and created a meaningful and moving 
experience.  Many consumers emphasized the importance of having the people that the 
deceased cared about and those who cared about the deceased present at the services to 
celebrate the deceased's life and honor the deceased's memory.  Like the pictures, gifts, 
and other mementos often present at funerals, the people who are present become 
symbolic of the deceased's life. 
 What is interesting, though, is that consumers – who were themselves in the 
throes of grief – often described themselves as having taken on the role of a provider of 
emotional support to attendees.  Megan Williams experienced this at her son's wake: 
I mean, again, literally there was 1000 people that came through.  A lot of 
people just looked at us and cried and didn't know what to say unless we 
prompted people, “how did you know [my son]” or “what are you going to 
146 
 
 
 
remember?”  I guess for me I remember watching all these young adults 
come through who had probably never been to a funeral and didn't know 
what to expect, so already I was in the role of teacher and saying, “you 
know, we're going to miss him terribly but remember something good 
about him.  Don't remember this moment.  Don't remember being here and 
seeing him lifeless.  Remember him the way you knew him.”  And that's 
what I wanted people to do.  I didn't want people to think of him being 
dead. 
 
In some cases, the provision of support was a positive experience for consumers, but 
several described the wake in darker terms.  For Phillip Tallant and Suzie Walters, the 
wake became a performance in which the consumer felt as if he or she had to put on a 
happy face for the crowd while wishing to be anywhere other than the service.  Phillip 
Tallant described the experience as putting on a 'show': 
[When you're at the wake, you] basically put on a show and just entertain 
everybody, it was almost like that. I mean everybody is coming up to you 
and with good intentions by saying they are sorry and this and that but then 
they talking to you, the last thing you are in the mood for is any kind of 
conversation. So I guess it’s nobody’s fault, everybody's trying to be nice 
but it’s just tough. 
 Phillip Tallant, Consumer 
 
Suzie Walters' experiences were somewhat similar.  Suzie was present at the 
moment of her mother's death and she saw her father's body at the hospital shortly after 
he had died.  She felt those experiences had provided her with the opportunity to say 
goodbye, so she did not feel she needed to see either at an open casket wake, but she and 
her siblings arranged wakes for both.  So why did she and her siblings decide to include a 
wake in the services? 
Because our friends and her friends and family want to say goodbye to her 
as well.  Why should we be selfish and not have it open to them? 
 
 In describing her mother's wake, she reported feeling an intense sadness 
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throughout the process.  Instead of attending a wake, she wanted to be “crawling up in 
my bed, hiding out.  I think waiting for the knife to come out of my heart.”  Even though 
Suzie felt this intense sadness, she did not let her emotions show.  Instead, she “put on a 
happy face” to help create the upbeat atmosphere that her mother “would have wanted.”  
In her words, she was “in character.”  When I asked why she chose to hide her feelings, 
she responded: 
Why did I need to make other people unhappy?  They didn't need to feel 
my pain and grief.  I just put it back for the couple of hours that I had to 
deal with it. 
 
In Phillip's and Suzie's cases, the social requirement to attend the service – and act a 
certain way in the presence of others - trumped their personal desire to escape.  Both put 
aside their own feelings to allow others to ‘support’ them as well as to say their own 
goodbyes to Phillip’s father and Suzie’s mother. 
 
The Casket Choice 
  Another major implication of holding a wake is that the body is displayed 
publicly in a casket.  In essence, then, the purchase of a casket is required, and the casket 
is the most significant – socially and financially – purchase that the consumer will make.  
While consumers do not choose whether or not to purchase a casket, they do possess 
some leeway in terms of which casket they buy.  Thus, the purchase of a casket represents 
a genuine choice in that consumers do select from a range of viable alternatives.  When 
choosing amongst the many options, consumers generally choose on the basis of two 
criteria, both of which clearly constitute efforts to define, maintain, and terminate 
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relationships, both with the deceased and with the members of the community who attend 
the service.   
 First, consumers choose caskets that they perceive as a reflection of who the 
deceased was as a person.  The majority of the funeral homes that I visited were equipped 
with what are termed 'casket selection rooms,' which are essentially show rooms that 
display many of the caskets available to consumers.68  In each of the rooms I visited, a 
wide range of caskets were on display.  They varied in material (wood or metal), quality 
(gauge of metal, type of wood), and price (which was clearly displayed).  During the 
selection process, consumers were very concerned about whether or not the casket's color 
and design was reflective of who the deceased was as a person.  For instance, consumers 
might choose a blue casket because the deceased loved the color blue, a mahogany casket 
because the deceased loved mahogany furniture, or a casket with minimal adornments 
because the deceased was a 'simple' or 'humble' person.   
 Second, consumers choose a casket that is priced in such a way as to not appear 
'cheap' or 'extravagant.'  In addition to serving as a reflection of who the deceased was as 
a person, the quality of the casket serves a sign of the regard that the consumer feels for 
the deceased.  This sign is directed both at the deceased him or herself as well as the 
broader community, and consumers sought to demonstrate the love, affection, and respect 
they feel for the deceased to the deceased and to those members of the community who 
attend the service.   
                                                 
68
  Some funeral directors prefer to ask consumers to choose from a catalog, and even those who generally 
utilized a casket selection room had catalogs on hand for those hesitant to enter the selection room or those 
who did not find any of the available caskets to their liking. 
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 When I spoke with consumers, I asked why they did not choose to get the least 
expensive casket available, and their responses indicated that buying a 'cheap' casket is 
both insulting to the deceased and a sign to the community that the consumer did not 
value the deceased.  For Chris Landa, a 'crummy' casket would have been 'demeaning' to 
his father and would not have been “regardful of the life that's passed”: 
Well, it’s a show of respect and regard for your parents or your loved one.  
You want to… you want to show that you have that kind of regard and 
respect for them.  Okay? And so you… if you didn’t do it up gaudy, at 
least you did it up properly. 
 
For Evelyn Donnallen, the casket was a way to give her husband a gift: “I wanted it to be 
nice for him… He didn’t know, but I wouldn’t want to just put him in something that was 
awful.” 
Consumers were equally concerned with how their choice of casket was viewed 
by those attending the services (even though many claimed at various points during the 
interview that they were not concerned with such things).  Quite a few consumers 
described their fear that they would be judged harshly if they purchased a substandard 
casket, as they feared that it would signal to the community that they did not care about 
the deceased: 
Because I think for people that are coming in to view the person who’s in 
the casket, you don’t want them to walk up to a casket and go, “ewwww, 
look at this, this is tacky.”  And again that goes back to what I said before 
about worrying about what other people think. 
 Megan Williams, Consumer 
 
I just wanted to make sure that it was done tastefully.  And for my mom's 
sake and even my dad's, for my dad's sake, I wanted to make sure that it 
didn’t… like the casket and everything else was done, that [it] wasn’t 
really like the cheap way out, you know what I am saying?  That people 
weren’t going to come and say, “oh, geez look he is fucking burying him 
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in a fucking plain, shitty casket” or something. 
 Phillip Tallant, Consumer 
 
Well, I hate to think I am the kind of person that wants something -- I am 
not a show off, I mean, I go around like this [as she pointed to her plain, 
simple clothing] but there were going to be a lot of people there and I 
thought it needed to look nice.  I don’t know, maybe just... [so people] 
can’t say, “look what she dumped him in.” 
 Evelyn Donnallen, Consumer 
 One particularly poignant experience comes from Penelope Lorch, a seller of 
alternative caskets.  We discussed how, when her father died, her family had “no money 
at that point,” so they purchased an inexpensive casket made of pressboard covered in 
cloth (a description that matched the least expensive type of casket sold at many of the 
funeral homes I visited).  Her father had been a military veteran, so she and her family 
had been told that a flag would be draped over the casket, so the casket itself would be 
hidden.  Unfortunately, the funeral director – who she spoke of in approving terms – 
forgot the flag, so the casket was visible to everyone at the service.  She describes her 
feelings at the services as follows: 
I surprised myself by feeling... I had this flash of like, “oh, people will 
think we didn’t love him,” and pretty quickly I got a handle on it.  And I 
mean, this is in the moment, we were right there.  We have no other 
options, but -- but pretty quickly I got a grip on myself and said, “no, you 
know, we -- people know we treasured him.  I grew up in this church or, 
you know, very, very connected with this church.  People know how much 
we treasured him.”  And that was really true.  But I did definitely 
experience that moment of shame around that for my dad. 
 
Despite the fact that she knew that people in the community knew that she and her family 
‘treasured’ her father, she still felt ‘shame’ for displaying him in an inexpensive casket. 
It would be easy to mistakenly conclude that consumers choose caskets purely as 
a show of status.  Pine and Phillips (1970), for instance, write that funeral expenditures 
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“reflect both the availability of money and the common effort of the bereaved to maintain 
status after the death of a family member” (407, emphasis in original).  Contemporary 
studies of consumption draw on Veblen’s (1994) work to argue that the products we 
purchase (funeral or otherwise) can become opportunities to signal and display our social 
status provided those products are visible to others (e.g. Cass and McEwen 2004; Chao 
and Schor 1998; Heffetz 2011, 2012), and there are few items that an individual will 
purchase in his or her lifetime that will be more visible than a casket.  The casket is the 
centerpiece of a ritual that brings an entire community together; it is not an exaggeration 
to say almost everyone a consumer knows is likely to see the casket he or she purchased.  
Despite this fact, my data suggest that, while status concerns do play a role in the 
purchase of a casket, such concerns are far from the most important influence on 
consumers’ choice of caskets. 
If status concerns were central to the casket choice, then consumers would 
consistently purchase the most expensive, extravagant casket they could afford; however, 
the consumers I interviewed were just as resistant to the prospect of buying the most 
expensive casket that they could afford as they were to the idea of purchasing the least 
expensive casket available.  Consumers were careful to say that they did not wish to 
purchase a casket that was 'extravagant' or 'crazy.'  It is difficult to pin down exactly what 
it means for the price of a casket to be ‘crazy’ or ‘extravagant’ because the consumers in 
my sample purchased a wide range of caskets at a wide range of prices. Many framed 
their desire to avoid 'going crazy' by pointing out that the casket is buried, so there's no 
reason to put a large amount of money into it; however, such a statement suggests that the 
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cheapest casket should be a viable option, even though it was not for the overwhelming 
majority of my respondents.  Others stated that they did not wish to spend so much that 
they appeared to be showing off or 'putting on a show' for the attendees, and several 
consumers related stories of wakes that they had attended in which it appeared that the 
hosts had gone out of their way to impress attendees with an expensive caskets.  These 
consumers did not judge these individuals favorably.   
Drawing on Crocker (1971), Metcalf and Huntington (1991:199) point out that 
funeral expenditures represent “a striving to find the correct level of expenditure… rather 
than the most impressive.” Almost invariably, consumers defined the caskets they 
purchased as 'medium-priced,' ‘middle of the road,’ or some other phrase indicating that 
the casket was neither under- nor over-priced.  Consumers were much more concerned 
with the degree to which the casket was a reflection of what the deceased ‘would have 
wanted,’ a reflection of the ‘kind of person’ the deceased was when he or she was alive, 
and a suitable ‘gift’ for the deceased.  Such statements echo Zelizer’s (2012:151) 
argument that relational work involves “creating viable matches” between the 
relationship and the type of purchase. 
 
RELATIONAL WORK AND THE COMMUNITY 
 Up to this point, this chapter has focused on the obligations that consumers face 
when making funeral arrangements, but social connections are, by definition, multi-
directional.  While consumers bear the brunt of the social and financial obligations of the 
funeral ritual, friends and family (of both the deceased and the bereaved) do face 
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obligations, but community members' relational work takes on a different form.  Much of 
the community's relational work is non-economic; for example, attendance at the funeral 
– even if one does not wish to go – signals 'respect' to both the bereaved and the 
deceased, but this relational work can include some elements of economic exchange.  
Four economic practices stand out.  First, many community members purchase floral 
arrangements (complete with cards that prominently list the name of the person or group 
who bought them) to be displayed at the wake and, if appropriate, the graveside.  These 
floral arrangements can be quite ornate and are often quite expensive.69   
 Second, many families request that attendees make a donation in the deceased's 
name to a charity or an organization that the deceased favored or had some connection to.  
In such cases, families request that such donations be made 'in lieu of flowers.'  In a few 
instances, memorial scholarship funds were established in the deceased's name, and 
attendees were asked to donate to these funds.  This practice seems more commonplace 
when the deceased is a child.   
 Third, economic support can come in the form of food or other practical goods 
that the family of the deceased needs but is perceived as too emotionally distraught to 
provide for themselves.  In most cases, the practice was limited to the day of the funeral 
and the days that immediately followed, but it can continue well beyond that time period 
if the death is viewed as especially tragic.  After the tragic death of her young son, for 
example, Cathy Huson's friends, neighbors, and acquaintances brought food to her family 
for over a year.     
                                                 
69
  See footnote #48 in this chapter for some estimates of the costs of flowers.   
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 Finally, economic support can come in the form of cash given directly to the 
family.  Only Gina Moretti and Olivia Edwards mentioned this practice, and both stated 
that it was a common practice among their ethnic groups (Greek and Italian, 
respectively).  They compared it to the practice of giving money at a wedding and 
reported that the money can be used to offset the cost of the funeral services. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
 A few days after Evelyn Donnallen arranged her husband's funeral, it came time 
for her to attend his wake.  Here is how she described her feelings when she arrived at the 
funeral home: 
It wasn’t bad until the last day. I walked up in that funeral home and I’ll 
never forget it.  It wasn’t bad till then, and when I walked up that ramp, it 
was like something was pulling me back. I know it was the last time [I 
would see him].  When I walked up that ramp, I thought, “oh, I can’t do 
this,” and it was like a force was pulling me back.  I didn’t cause any scene 
or anything but... I think you're... there's all these people around and 
everything going on and everybody is taking care of you and making sure 
you are okay.  There is an awful lot going on and you just, I don’t know... 
but that day it was like, “I am going to be all alone now.”  It just hit me 
like that.  I didn’t want to go up there. I knew it was the last time I’d see 
him. I didn’t want to go up there. But up until then, I don’t think I did too 
bad. 
 
As she walked in the door, the knowledge that she would see her husband for the last 
time was, understandably, overwhelming for her.  This ritual, combined with the services 
at the church and cemetery the next day, marked the true end of her husband's life.  The 
overwhelming majority of the consumers and directors I spoke with described the wake 
and funeral in similar terms.  Some described these rituals as a chance to say goodbye, 
others described them as a source of closure, but regardless of the language used, there 
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was the strong sense that these rituals serve to end the social life of the person who has 
died.  It is not only the consumer who says goodbye or experiences closure; the entire 
community in which the deceased was enmeshed experiences this end. 
 In this chapter, I showed that when funeral consumers schedule wakes, choose 
caskets, and purchase all of the other goods and services necessary to ensure the 
successful enactment of the funeral ritual, they are responsible for ensuring that the 
biologically deceased makes a successful transition from socially alive to socially dead.  
Consumers choose goods and services within a complex network of obligations, 
meanings, and cultural prescriptions that lead to some purchases being made 
unreflexively and others being made in reference to the relations in which they are 
embedded.  Those purchases that are made unreflexively – or what I have called ‘non-
choices’ - allow for the enactment of the ritual, and so, by extension, they enable the 
relational work performed by those participating in the ritual.  Those purchases made 
after deliberation – or what I have called 'genuine choices' – perform more direct 
relational work by both publicly and privately defining consumers' relationship with the 
deceased. 
 Our understanding of consumer purchasing decisions has, to this point, been 
limited by those perspectives that present consumers as rational utility maximizers or 
vulnerable victims of manipulation.  Instead, consumers' decisions can be seen as being 
made within networks of relations that are defined, maintained, and terminated by these 
economic decisions.  Consumers are – to greater and lesser degrees – aware of the work 
that their purchases perform, and thus purchase those goods and services that do what 
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needs to be done.  It is the need to perform this relational work, then, that is responsible 
for the cost of funeral services.   
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CHAPTER 6: RELATIONAL WORK AND THE COMPETITIVE MECHANISM 
IN FUNERAL MARKETS 
 
 Joseph Riley is a fourth-generation funeral director, and his family's funeral home 
has been in operation since his great-grandfather started the business in the late 1800s.  
He took over the firm at 18 when his father died, and he was proud to report that his own 
son plans to continue the family tradition and become a funeral director himself.  Joseph 
grew up in the community, as have his children.  Over the years, he has coached youth 
hockey, baseball, and softball.  He has sponsored the local symphony, Little League, and 
youth basketball.  The home's history and his own connection to the community have 
contributed to its success over the years, and he estimates that somewhere between 85 
and 90 percent of the people who hire him have either used the home's services before or 
learned about the home from someone who has.  He knows the people who walk through 
the door, and they know him.   
 When I met Kurt Haff in August of 2010, he was an employee of a large funeral 
home in a city near Boston, but he began his career as a teenager working in his father's 
funeral home.  When his father died in the mid-seventies, Kurt inherited the business.  It 
was a small firm – one of five - in a community of fewer than 20,000 people.  At first, the 
60 or so funerals he handled per year were enough to keep him afloat, but that started to 
change in the late eighties when the community became gentrified, and families who had 
lived there for generations began to move away.  Many of the families that left were 
those that had come to Kurt and his father with their dead.  They were replaced by 
students and young professionals, who have a much lower death rate than the general 
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population.  As Kurt's customers moved away and his own family grew, he could no 
longer afford to continue to run the business.  He closed the funeral home, sold the real 
estate, and began a career as a funeral director working for a series of other funeral 
homes.  Now, a bank sits where his old funeral home used to be. 
 Unlike Joseph Riley and Kurt Haff, Hugh M. did not come from a family of 
funeral directors.  When he was 16, he rang the doorbell of a local funeral home and 
asked the owner for a job.  Hugh was hired, and this first job set him on the path to 
becoming a funeral director.  When I spoke to him, he had purchased a funeral home only 
a few years earlier.  Since opening, many of the previous owner's clients have continued 
to use the home, but Hugh has also been able to use his own membership in the Cuban 
community to expand his customer base to the sizable Cuban population in the area.
70
  
Prior to the opening of his business, the local Cuban community had utilized the services 
of a local white-owned funeral home.  Many of Hugh's new clients were former clients of 
that home.  In order to reach out to the Cuban community, Hugh added his last name to 
the name of the firm (which others discouraged him from doing), sponsored community 
events, donated to local organizations, and regularly attended community events.  These 
efforts have yielded results, as he served around 60 families his first year in business and 
around 90 a few years later. 
 Here we have three funeral directors, all with very different stories.  The first 
owns a family business that has been in operation for over 120 years and is still going 
                                                 
70
  Hugh M. is not Cuban; rather, he belongs to a minority group that is under-represented among funeral 
home owners to the point that revealing his ethnicity would reveal his identity. 
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strong.  The second inherited a business that, while modest, was stable and established, 
but external forces served to undermine that stability and ultimately ended that business.  
The third began as a new entrant into an established market, carved out a niche, and is 
enjoying very impressive growth.  While each of these individuals experienced different 
outcomes, all were very much affected by the same forces.  For each, their connections to 
their community determined the success or failure of their business. 
 In the previous two chapters, I have shown how the relationships between market 
actors shape economic action.  What is essential, though, is that it is not simple network 
connections that impact how buyers and sellers buy and sell; rather, it is the definitions of 
those relationships combined with cultural understandings, meanings, and obligations 
embedded in those relationships that shape what people actually do.  For instance, a 
young man who has lost his mother will purchase a casket that ensures that his mother is 
'comfortable' because it is his duty to 'protect' her.   
 This chapter builds on the findings from Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 to show how 
these broad, diffuse sets of connections coalesce into a functioning market.  Specifically, 
I focus on how the action that emerges in the context of this constellation of relationships 
shapes the ways that funeral directors compete with one another for customers.  
Ultimately, I argue that traditional understandings of competition do not apply in funeral 
markets, as price competition – and thus the price mechanism – is largely absent.  I will 
make the case that relational work serves as the primary competitive mechanism in its 
place.  I draw on Gross’ (2009:375) pragmatist conceptualization of ‘social mechanisms’ 
to do so:  
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 I argue that social mechanisms – the nuts and bolts processes by which cause and 
effect relationships in the social world come about – are best thought of as chains 
or aggregations of problem situations and the effects that ensue as a result of the 
habits actors use to resolve them. …sociology should aim to identify the main 
social mechanisms by which cause and effect relationships in the social world that 
are of moral, political, or intellectual importance come about.  This entails 
breaking complex phenomena into their component parts to see how aggregations 
or chains of actors employing habits to resolve problem situations bring about 
systematic effects. 
 
If we think of market competition as the aggregate effort of sellers to entice buyers to 
choose their goods and services over the goods and services of all other sellers, then the 
task here is to demonstrate how each seller’s attempts at “establishing, maintaining, 
negotiating, transforming, and terminating interpersonal relationships” (Zelizer 
2012:149) constitute attempts to entice consumers to buy from them rather than 
alternative sellers. 
 I begin the chapter by describing the context in which competition takes place.  
While many elements of funeral markets are common to most markets, three features 
differentiate funeral markets from many others: demand is inherently limited by the 
number of deaths in an area; the market is bounded geographically;
71
 and funeral 
directors are very limited in their capacity to attract new business through innovation. I 
then move on to describe how the ways that consumers' loyalty to their 'family funeral 
home' combined with funeral directors' conception of professionalism prevent funeral 
directors from competing with one another on the basis of price.  In the absence of price 
competition, funeral directors employ alternative means to draw in business.  Funeral 
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  I do not mean to argue that funeral markets are unique in their geographical boundedness.  Sellers in 
most markets are dependent on local consumers, but I will argue that the geographical boundaries are 
particularly strong in funeral markets. 
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directors compete with one another over contacts in the community, contacts that they 
build by becoming active in their communities and by maintaining a well-defined 
professional image.  It is not enough, though, that funeral directors simply build these 
connections and maintain this image.  These connections must be defined in very specific 
ways in order for them to succeed, and much of what funeral directors do is directed 
towards this relational work (Zelizer 2012).   
 I conclude the chapter by describing the conditions that shape the degree of 
stability in any given funeral market.  Many funeral markets experience very little 
change, with a relatively unchanging base of consumers repeatedly using the same 
funeral home generation after generation with little to no defection to alternate sellers.  
Other markets are more dynamic, with consumers more willing to defect to alternate 
sellers and with population changes that undermine existing connections between 
consumers and sellers.  Such dynamism provides funeral homes with opportunities for 
growth as it provides sellers with the opportunity to build ties with new customers, but it 
also brings with it the danger of being driven out of business as this dynamism 
undermines the efforts that the sellers have made to build relationships with those who 
ultimately move away.   
 
MARKETS, NETWORKS, AND UNCERTAINTY 
One of the most basic functions of any market is to bring together those who wish 
to buy and those who wish to sell.  On the one hand, we have those who desire goods and 
services (and the resources with which to purchase these goods and services); on the 
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other hand, we have those with products and services to sell.  Traditional understandings 
of markets present price as one of the main criteria that buyers, when faced with a wide 
array of sellers, can use to decide with whom they will exchange.  Sellers, knowing this, 
will lower the prices of their goods and services in an attempt to entice buyers.  Other 
sellers are then forced to respond by similarly lowering their prices, and this cycle 
continues until prices have stabilized at a point where all sellers are charging 
approximately the same price for similar goods and services.  Those firms that are 
successful in drawing in customers will thrive, while those who cannot will fail. 
 A lot of work in economic sociology and other disciplines has explored how real 
world markets often deviate in very significant ways from this idealized understanding of 
markets, with much of this literature critiquing its underlying assumptions (England 
2002; Folbre 2001; Granovetter 1985; Kahneman 2003; Sen 1977; Swedberg, 
Himmelstrand, and Brulin 1990; Tversky and Kahneman 1981; Williamson 1994).  It is 
well beyond the scope of this chapter to explore this work, but it must be said that the 
general thrust of this literature is that this understanding of markets is, at best, too 
simplistic.   
 Economic sociologists have presented several alternative understandings of 
markets.  Podolny (2005), for instance, presents markets as comprised of firms arranged 
in a status hierarchy.  A firm's place in the hierarchy both constrains and enables various 
types of action.  Harrison White (1981) presents markets as comprised of cliques of 
producers continually monitoring one another's actions in order to plan their own.  
Organizational ecologists employ the language of biology to explore the birth and death 
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of firms (Carroll and Hannan 2000).  Rather than presenting firms as engaged in life or 
death competitive struggles, organizational ecologists argue that firms seek to survive.
72
   
 The network paradigm, though, has been the dominant lens through which 
markets have been studied (Lie 1997); however, with a few exceptions (e.g. Biggart 
1989; DiMaggio and Louch 1998; Guseva 2005), there has been little focus on how 
social networks (or any other mechanism) bring buyers and sellers together in markets.  
Within the network literature, both buyers and sellers are conceptualized as facing 
'uncertainty,' “which is understood as the character of situations in which agents cannot 
anticipate the outcome of a decision and cannot assign probabilities to the outcome” 
(Beckert 1996:804).  For instance, consumers do not know whether or not their exchange 
partners are trustworthy, and they are generally not in a position to assess the quality of 
the goods or services they would like to buy (Akerlof 1970; Beckert 2009; Karpik 2010).  
Because they can provide actors with information (Granovetter 2005; Smith-Doerr and 
Powell 2005), constrain actors to socially acceptable behavior (Granovetter 1985; 
Granovetter 2005), and facilitate trust between exchange partners (Guseva and Rona-Tas 
2001; Guseva 2005; Uzzi 1997), social networks can help economic actors manage 
uncertainty and protect them from opportunistic actors (McGinn and Keros 2002; 
Simpson and McGrimmon 2008). 
 While social networks can and do help economic actors manage uncertainty in 
exchange relationships, I argue that social networks play a different role in the 
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  I do not mean to argue that these are the only models of markets on offer from economic sociologists.  
There are many others, including rational choice (Coleman 1994) and performativity (Mackenzie 2008; 
Mackenzie, Muniesa, and Siu 2007) arguments. 
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Massachusetts funeral market.  Funeral sellers face market conditions that prevent them 
from utilizing traditional methods of competition, so they are forced to compete by 
actively constructing social networks that bring them into contact (whether directly or 
indirectly) with consumers; however, it is not enough to examine the structure of the 
networks that emerge in this market.  The meanings embedded in the ties themselves are 
just as important as the arrangement of these ties.   
 Before describing the role that network ties and their meanings play in funeral 
markets, I will first make the case that traditional understandings of market competition 
do not apply in funeral markets.  In the next section, I explore several factors that restrain 
competition in these markets. 
  
LIMITS TO COMPETITION IN FUNERAL MARKETS 
 As economic sociologists and others have long argued, there is no one way that all 
markets operate.  Markets are deeply shaped by their histories, cultures, governments, 
and a host of other factors that emerge from each market’s social context, and each of 
these factors has a profound impact on how buyers and sellers go about the act of 
exchange.  In the case of funeral markets, these factors restrict, to a large degree, the 
capacity of sellers to compete with one another.  First, sellers are limited in their ability to 
create demand for their products and services.  Second, sellers are limited in their ability 
to innovate.  Third, sellers typically cannot entice consumers with the promise of lower 
prices. 
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Geographical and Biological Limits to Demand 
 Funeral directors are limited in their ability to create demand for the products and 
services they sell.  There are two major reasons for this.  The first is the biological fact 
that each person only has one body, and thus only needs one funeral.  This fact places a 
natural limit on the demand in funeral markets.  Breckenridge (2002), an organizational 
ecologist, describes funeral markets as comprised of firms competing over the limited 
'resource' of bodies.  To use the language of the organizational ecologists, the total 
number of bodies in a given area represents that market's 'resource space' and determines 
its 'carrying capacity,' or the number of firms it can support.  As Breckenridge writes, 
there is a “tight social linkage between the industry and human deaths” (9).  While sellers 
in all markets face limits on the total demand in an area, funeral sellers are uniquely 
constrained.  Car dealerships, for instance, can employ marketing techniques in the hopes 
of persuading consumers to replace an old car or purchase additional cars, but funeral 
directors are unlikely to persuade consumers to purchase additional funerals.  This is not 
to say that funeral sellers cannot increase the volume of their sales.  To do so, though, 
they would have to increase the total value of goods sold to each customer, as they have 
no control over the number of potential customers in an area. 
 Second, funeral markets are further bounded by their geography.  Because funeral 
consumers are responsible for ensuring that the deceased's friends and loved ones are able 
to attend the services, consumers are generally limited to funeral homes near the 
deceased's place of residence.  In essence, then, the entirety of firm's potential customers 
lives within a few miles of that funeral home.  Funeral directors do not have any way of 
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expanding their reach beyond these borders.     
Figure 6-1: Overlapping Markets 
 
 
 
 As such, the Massachusetts funeral market is not really one market, but rather a 
series of overlapping local markets spread throughout the state.  Firms in these markets 
compete with one another over the limited 'resource' of bodies within each, and funeral 
homes may compete within multiple markets at the same time.  Figure 6.1 offers an 
example of what funeral directors face.  Each circle represents the geographical 
boundaries of a particular market.  All of the people in a circle represent potential 
customers for the funeral homes in that area, and each customer will need exactly one 
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funeral at some point in his or her life.
73
  Funeral Home A, Funeral Home B, and Funeral 
Home C share the same pool of potential customers, while Funeral Home C and Funeral 
Home D similarly share their pool of potential customers.  A, B, and C (potentially) all 
compete with one another, but A and B do not compete with D, even though C does.  
Funeral directors have very little control over where these borders lie.   
 
Limits to Innovation 
Funerals are social rituals, and, as such, they follow social rules.  Funerals are an 
example of what Van Gennep (1960) labels 'rites of passage,' “ceremonies whose 
essential purpose is to enable the individual to pass from one well-defined position to 
another which is equally well defined” (3), and it takes a series of socially prescribed 
actions to complete these rituals in a culturally appropriate way.  In their study of 
mortuary rituals, Metcalf and Huntington (1991:204) describe the social nature of this 
process: 
 That the practices of embalming, display of the corpse, and earth burial are social 
facts is easy to demonstrate.  The mourners do not think of themselves as 
inventing anew the rite of embalming to express or relieve their guilts and fears.   
 
Funeral consumers are placed in the position in which they become responsible for 
ensuring that these rituals not only occur, but that they occur in a way that adheres to 
accepted social patterns.   
 Not only are consumers constrained by the social rules governing rituals, they are 
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 While it is certainly possible that any given individual may arrange many funerals over the course of his 
or her lifetime, each person within a given area represents the possibility of one and only one sale for the 
funeral home. 
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also constrained by their continuing social relationship to the deceased loved one for 
whom he or she is purchasing services.
74
  Before the funeral ritual is completed, this 
relationship is still very much alive.  As such, consumers often see themselves as 
purchasing a gift for the deceased or as taking care of the deceased.  The consumer is 
similarly constrained by the expectations of others in the community in which he or she is 
embedded, as well as those to which the deceased was tied.  The consumer is ultimately 
responsible for providing the entire community with the opportunity to attend the funeral.   
 Within this context, the purchases that consumers make take on meaning beyond 
their simple utilitarian function.  As such, consumers have very limited control over the 
services they will purchase.  For instance, a wife who has lost her husband may not feel it 
necessary to have her husband embalmed, but the community as a whole expects a wake, 
so she will feel an enormous amount of pressure to allow her husband to be embalmed so 
he may be displayed publicly.  Regardless of her personal feelings, she will still be the 
one who will pay for the service. 
While other sellers can engineer new products or repackage old products in 
enticing new ways, the fact that funeral directors sell ritual products inhibits such 
innovation.  Social dictates govern what goods and services are appropriate for a funeral 
ritual, and any efforts on the part of funeral directors to modify those goods and services 
in any significant way would likely be rejected by consumers.
75
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  See Chapter 5 for a detailed exploration of the ways the relationships between the living and the dead 
shape action in funeral markets. 
75 
 This is not to say that changes and innovation are completely absent in funeral markets.  The funeral 
market does change, albeit very slowly.  For instance, the cremation rate in the United States has risen 
slowly since the 1960s (Cremation Association of North America 2009; Prothero 2002).  In addition, 
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Table 6-1: Comparison of Low Cost Funeral Services in Kansas City, MI in 2009 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
funeral providers have moved steadily away from encouraging consumer to rigidly follow ritual 
prescriptions in favor of ‘personalization,’ the process of designing a funeral service that reflects the 
personality of the deceased (Garces-Foley and Holcomb 2006).  These changes, though, have not led to 
radical changes in the funeral ritual itself, but have instead led to more subtle changes.  Cremations are 
generally preceded by public viewings, and personalization generally takes the form of small additions to 
the service (as when the deceased’s favorite song is played at some point during the service).  The 
fundamental features of the ritual remain intact.  I explore changes in funeral markets in greater detail in 
Chapter 7. 
Funeral Home Address
Immediate 
Burial ($)
Direct 
Cremation 
($) Full ($)
Eley & Sons 4707 E. Truman Rd. 975 935 4900
Watkins Bros. 4000 Cleaver II Blvd. 1500 * 5135
Marts Memorial 14 Westport Rd. 1570 675 3670
Lawrence A. Jones 1800 E. Linwood Blvd. 1600 1200 5804
Duane E. Harvey 9100 Blue Ridge Blvd. 1945 * 5380
Passantino Bros. 2117 Indep. Blvd. 2070 1430 5000
Sebbeto 901 E. 5Th 2085 * 5560
Charter Blue Ridge 5000 Blue Ridge Cutoff 2645 1170 4860
McGilley Antioch 3325 N.E. Vivion Rd. 3690 2495 7075
McGilley & Sheil 11924 E. 47th St. 3690 2495 7075
McGilley State Line 12301 State Line 3690 2495 7675
Mt. Moriah & Freeman 10507 Holmes 3690 2495 7675
Mt. Moriah Terrace Park 801 N.W. 108Th 3690 2495 7675
Muehlebach 6800 Troost 3720 1945 6645
McGilley Midtown 20 W. Linwood Blvd. 3825 2240 5875
Newcomers Floral Hills 7000 Blue Ridge Blvd 3825 2240 8390
Newcomers Longview 12700 Raytown Rd. 3825 2240 8390
Newcomers Stine & McClure 3235 Gilham 3825 2240 8390
Louis Memorial 6830 Troost Ave. 4675 2109 6966
Cremation Soc. of KS & MO 5561 NW Barry Rd. * 1095 *
Park Lawn 8251 Hillcrest Rd. * * *
Elite 11525 Blue Ridge Blvd * * *
Mean: 2976 1882 6428
Max: 4675 2495 8390
Min: 975 675 3670
Difference: 3700 1820 4720
*: unlisted, unclear, or not applicable SOURCE: Nicely (2009)
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Minimal Price Competition 
Arguably the most important limit to competition between funeral homes are 
those that constrain funeral sellers’ capacity to draw in business by undercutting their 
competitors’ prices.  While several scholars have made this observation (Harrington 
2007; Smith 1996; Sommer, Nelson, and Hoyt 1985; Torres 1988), the most convincing 
evidence for the lack of price competition among funeral sellers comes from the various 
price surveys conducted by affiliates of the Funeral Consumers Alliance (FCA).
76
   
Table 6-1 is adapted from the data gathered by the Funeral Consumers Alliance of 
Greater Kansas City (Nicely 2009), and it lists the prices of three types of services 
offered by each of the 22 funeral homes in operation in Kansas City, MO: full-service 
funeral (with the home's least expensive casket), immediate burial, and direct cremation.  
A full-service funeral consists of a variety of services that make up what is often 
considered a ‘traditional’ funeral, such as a visitation and embalming.  A direct cremation 
is a cremation with no service.  The funeral home picks up the body, transports the 
remains to the crematory (who charges a separate fee for the cremation), and then returns 
the ashes (or 'cremains') to the family in an inexpensive receptacle.  An immediate burial 
is similar except that the body is buried rather than burned.   
 Given that there are 22 funeral homes located in Kansas City, MO, one might 
expect that the prices different homes charge for these services would be very similar; 
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 The FCA (http://www.funerals.org/) is an alliance of consumer groups scattered throughout the country.  
Regional affiliates of the FCA provide a variety of services to their members, including negotiating with 
select funeral homes for discounted funeral services (most often direct cremations).  Affiliates also often 
play a watchdog role by monitoring the funeral industry and many advocate for consumer-friendly 
regulations.   
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however, they differ wildly.  The lowest priced full service burial ($3670), for instance, is 
less than half that of the most expensive ($8390), with seemingly every price in between 
represented.  Not only do homes within the city offer wildly different prices for a full 
funeral service, homes on the same street offer very different prices as well.  Duane E. 
Harvey Funeral Home and Floral Hills Funeral Home and Cemetery are located about 
three miles from one another on Blue Ridge Boulevard, but their prices for a full-service 
funeral are $5380 and $8390, respectively.  Such extreme differences suggest that funeral 
homes do not – in general - seek to undercut one another to draw in consumers.77  If they 
did, Blue Ridge Boulevard Funeral Home’s price would not be $3100 higher than Duane 
E. Harvey’s.   
 An obvious critique of this data is that they cannot capture the true value offered 
by the services of different funeral homes.  While a service may be cheaper in one 
location than another, that fact does not necessarily imply that a consumer is overpaying 
in one location.  It may very well be that the higher-priced firm offers a higher quality 
service, such as higher quality facilities, more knowledgeable and attentive staff, and the 
like.  Such a critique, though, fails to account for the even more extreme variations in the 
prices for direct cremations and direct burials.  Because there is no service at the funeral 
                                                 
77 
 The obvious question here, then, is why any funeral home would charge anything but the highest 
possible price.  My data only allow me to speculate on this question, but I suspect that the long-term 
relationship that exists between many families and funeral homes would prevent any individual funeral 
home from dramatically increasing its prices.  While the overwhelming majority of consumers do not know 
how much other funeral homes charge, they likely have at least some sense of how much their own family 
funeral home charges.  In such circumstances, consumers are likely to notice drastic increases in prices.  As 
I will argue later in the chapter, consumers will often abandon funeral homes if they suspect that the funeral 
director is driven to make a significant profit from their suffering, and a large increase in prices may signal 
an effort on the part of funeral directors to increase their bottom line at the expense of the bereaved.  
Funeral directors have to be wary of sending the wrong signal to consumers. 
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home, a direct cremation or an immediate burial at one funeral home will be identical to a 
direct cremation or an immediate burial at every other funeral home.  And yet, the least 
expensive direct cremation is $675 and the most expensive costs well over three times as 
much at $2495.  The least expensive immediate burial is $975, and the most expensive is 
$4675. 
Table 6-2: Comparison of Low Cost Funeral Services in Syracuse, NY 
 
 
Funeral Home
Immediate 
Burial ($)
Direct 
Cremation ($) Full ($)
Gethers Funeral Services 1300 1075 3535
Garland Brothers 1325 950 3090
Butler-Badman 1375 1295 4595
Sehl Burns 1395 985 3804
Greenleaf 1440 995 3805
Hoare & Kiggins 1445 980 4241
Carter 1595 1595 5423
Frasier-Shepardson 1600 1540 3865
Goddard-Crandall-Shepardson 1600 1540 3865
Farone Son 1640 1795 6120
Pirro & Sons 1640 1795 6120
Welter-Price 1650 1500 4695
A. DeWitt Memorial 1695 1368 5008
Fairchild & Meech 1760 1450 5958
Keegan-Osbelt-Knight 1908 1679 5370
Edward J Ryan 2150 2150 4755
Whelan Brothers 2150 1565 4535
Macko-Vassallo 2240 1800 5153
Tindall 2385 1895 6035
Giminski-Wysocki 2480 1765 5125
Hollis 2640 1795 5930
Gang Memorial 3095 1990 4290
Ballweg & Lunsford 3165 3165 6075
Sisskind 3450 3450 8885
Burns-Garfield * * 8635
Birnbaum * 2125 8080
Mean: 1963 1690 5269
Max: 3450 3450 8885
Min: 1300 950 3090
Difference: 2150 2500 5795
*: unlisted, unclear, or not applicable
Source: Funeral Consumers Alliance of Central New York (2008)
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Table 6-3: Comparison of Low Cost Funeral Services in Five California Cities 
 
 
 
  Such price differentials are not unique to Kansas City, MO, as a look at the data 
generated from similar price surveys throughout the country demonstrates.  Table 6-2 
provides the same data for Syracuse, New York, and Table 6-3 lists the prices offered by 
Funeral Home
Immediate 
Burial ($)
Direct 
Cremation 
($)
Full ($) Funeral Home
Immediate 
Burial ($)
Direct 
Cremation 
($)
Full ($)
Funeraria Del Angel 
Pierce Bros. (SCI)
2395 2065 4355 Eternity 695 650 *
Hilgenfeld * * 3945 Ferrera Colonial 1495 1075 4305
Melrose Abbey 
(Stonmor)
1895 1885 5450 Shannon-Bryan 1595 1570 4185
Public Direct 
Cremations
795 699 * The Omega Society 975 690 2535
Mean: 1695 1550 4583 Mean: 1190 996 3675
Max: 2395 2065 5450 Max: 1595 1570 4305
Min: 795 699 3945 Min: 695 650 2535
Difference: 1600 1366 1505 Difference: 900 920 1770
Funeral Home
Immediate 
Burial ($)
Direct 
Cremation 
($)
Full ($) Funeral Home
Immediate 
Burial ($)
Direct 
Cremation 
($)
Full ($)
An Lac 1595 795 * Affordable 795 720 2775
Cremation Society - 
Orange
695 690 2860 Peek (SCI) 1650 1395 5315
Dimond & Shannon 
(SCI)
1695 1840 5805 Westminster (SCI) 2395 2190 7805
Mean: 1328 1108 4333 Mean: 1613 1435 5298
Max: 1695 1840 5805 Max: 2395 2190 7805
Min: 695 690 2860 Min: 795 720 2775
Difference: 1000 1150 2945 Difference: 1600 1470 5030
Funeral Home
Immediate 
Burial ($)
Direct 
Cremation 
($)
Full ($)
Cremation Society of 
Laguna
650 675 * *: unlisted, unclear, or not applicable
McCormick & Sons 2210 1785 4120
O'Connor 3300 2400 5590
Mean: 2053 1620 4855 Source: Funeral Consumers Alliance of Southern California (2012)
Max: 3300 2400 5590
Min: 650 675 4120
Difference: 2650 1725 1470
LAGUNA HILLS
ANAHEIM ORANGE
GARDEN GROVE WESTMINSTER
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funeral homes in several cities in California.  There are very large price disparities within 
each market.  Many other price surveys conducted by affiliates of the FCA have found 
similar price disparities.
78
   
 The question we are left with, then, is why is price competition so weak in funeral 
markets?  Some argue that it is state laws that stifle competition, whether those laws 
impose licensing requirements on would-be sellers (Harrington 2003), require all funeral 
homes to be equipped to embalm bodies (Cathles, Harrington, and Krynski 2010; 
Harrington 2007; Harrington and Krynski 2002), or restrict who can legally sell caskets 
(Agarwal 2007; Agarwal and Ellig 2007; Chevalier and Morton 2006; Harrington 2003; 
Harrington 2005; Sutter 2005).
79
  Others argue that the explanation lies with consumers, 
who are presented as vulnerable in some way, and this vulnerability prevents consumers 
from price shopping.  Such vulnerability can come from a lack of knowledge of funeral 
prices (Bern-Klug 2004; Kopp and Kemp 2007A; Sommer, Nelson, and Hoyt 1985) or a 
combination of emotional distress and time pressure that prevents rational thought 
(Simmons 1975A, 1975B; Bern-Klug, Ekerdt, and Wilkinson 1999; Gentry et. al. 1995; 
Kopp and Pullen 2003; Leming and Dickinson 2006).
80
  Since the overwhelming 
majority of consumers do not price shop,
81
 funeral directors do not face pressure to alter 
their prices in response to price changes in other homes.
 
 
 Both explanations – whether explicitly or implicitly – offer ways to increase 
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  A complete list of FCA affiliates can be found here: http://www.funerals.org/affiliates-directory.  Not all 
FCA affiliates have the resources to conduct price surveys, but many do. 
79
  To be fair, many of these arguments are not focused on competition between funeral homes, but rather 
on regulations that prevent outsiders (such as direct casket sellers) from competing with funeral homes.   
80 
 See my discussion of the ‘vulnerable consumer’ model in Chapter 5. 
81
  See my discussion in Chapter 4 for more details. 
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competition.  The first suggests that states can remove regulations inhibiting competition.  
The other suggests that educating consumers and strengthening regulations would create 
the conditions that would lead consumers to comparison shop.  While both are likely 
correct to a certain extent, they both present this lack of competition as manifesting from 
some source external to the structure of the market itself.  Both explanations, though, are 
problematic when trying to explain price disparities among funeral homes within a given 
area.  While arguments about state regulations can provide insights into price disparities 
between states with different sets of regulations, these regulations could not, for instance, 
be used to explain why the funeral homes in Kansas City offer such a wide range of 
prices for the same services. 
 Arguments about consumer vulnerability similarly fail to explain price disparities 
between funeral homes.  While most consumers experience grief when arranging 
funerals, there is little evidence to suggest that the majority are so grief-stricken that they 
are incapable of making reasonable decisions.  Consumers also face time pressure and 
often lack knowledge of what is available to them (Kopp and Kemp 2007A), but federal 
regulations make it very easy for consumers to gather information about the prices 
offered by every funeral home in any area.  Since funeral homes are required by law to 
provide pricing information to any consumer who requests it, any consumer with access 
to a phone can learn the prices of every funeral home in his or her area in a very short 
period of time with minimal effort.  Finally, surveys indicate that consumers generally 
make arrangements in groups or share responsibility for making arrangements with others 
(AARP 1999A; FTC 1982; Marks and Calder 1982).  Doing so increases the chances that 
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one or more of those responsible for arranging services will be emotionally equipped to 
make well-thought out decisions and will have knowledge of the goods and services 
offered by funeral homes. 
My data suggest that the lack of price competition does not stem from either 
regulations or some temporary pathology among consumers, but from both sellers’ and 
consumers’ understandings of their respective social roles and duties.  Funeral directors 
explicitly define themselves as professionals (Laderman 2003; Torres 1983), and, as 
such, they see themselves as guided by a code that differentiates them from other kinds of 
sellers.  For them, a 'normal business' does not care about its ‘customers’ (a word that 
funeral directors never used in reference to those they service), seeks only to turn a profit 
without regard for its relationships to its customers, and interacts with customers in an 
extremely impersonal way.   Funeral directors repeatedly emphasized that any funeral 
home that operated in this way makes “a mockery” (Sam Lorenzo Jr), “cheapens” (Greg 
Centers), and destroys the  “respect and dignity” (Claudia Nash) of the service they 
provide.  Directors repeatedly stated that such a funeral home would not last long, 
regardless of the quality of the products and services they offered.  This definition of the 
funeral business as something different from a 'normal business' is reflected in the 
terminology used by the funeral directors.  The use of the phrase 'funeral home' rather 
than 'funeral store' suggests a much different environment than that offered by other 
businesses.  A 'store' is a cold, impersonal place for the simple transaction of business, 
where a 'home' is a warm, comforting place where families come together. 
The ways consumers approach funeral arrangements similarly limit the 
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importance of price competition in funeral markets.  As I explored in Chapter 5, the 
relationship between consumers and the deceased for whom they arrange services is still 
very much alive when the consumer arranges services with the funeral director.  One of 
the consequences of the continued existence of this relationship and the meaning attached 
to purchases that emerges out of it is that overt attempts to minimize expenditures are 
portrayed (both by buyers and sellers) as insulting to the deceased.  Thus, consumers 
rarely price shop before choosing a funeral provider (Harmer 1963; Simmons 1975; 
Smith 1996; Sommer, Nelson, and Hoyt 1985; Torres 1988), a point supported by 
surveys of American consumers.
82
  Even if funeral directors did not see price competition 
as crass or demeaning to their profession, the unwillingness of the majority of consumers 
to ‘shop around’ limits funeral sellers' strategies for enticing consumers to choose their 
services over their competitors since lowering prices through markdowns, sales, or 
discounts would be ineffective.  At best, consumers would not even find out about the 
lower prices until they had already chosen a funeral provider (resulting in nothing but 
lower revenue for the funeral director).  At worst, consumers would see such practices as 
crass and insulting to the deceased and would actively avoid funeral homes that 
employed such tactics.
83
   
                                                 
82
  See Table 4-1 and Table 4-2 in Chapter 4. 
83
  There are special circumstances in which funeral providers do utilize such methods, as in the case of 
funeral homes that specifically cater to those of very limited means.  Such homes, though, are not held in 
high regard by the majority of funeral directors.  For example, during my conversation with Sam Lorenzo 
Sr. and Sam Lorenzo Jr., they told me about a funeral director featured in a newspaper article that 
suggested ways to reduce the cost of funerals.  The funeral director was quoted as suggesting that the 
bereaved transport the remains of their loved one in a pickup truck rather than hire a funeral director to 
transport the remains in a hearse, an idea that disgusted the Lorenzos.  To them, a hearse is respectful of the 
sacredness of the body, while a pickup truck is something you use to pick up lumber from Home Depot, 
and, as such, its use is disrespectful to the deceased as well as undignified.   
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In summary, competition in funeral markets is constrained because of the limited 
demand, inability of funeral directors to innovate, and the weakening of price 
competition.  None of this is to say, though, that competition is absent in funeral markets.  
While the structure of funeral markets greatly weaken certain competitive mechanisms, 
this same structure facilitates another kind of competitive mechanism, one in which 
funeral directors compete by building their social networks and maintaining their public 
reputation.  As I argued in Chapter 4, consumers in the Massachusetts funeral market 
generally choose funeral homes on the basis of their personal or group connections to 
funeral homes rather than the prices that any individual funeral home might charge.  
Since it is these connections that bring consumers to directors, it is these connections that 
funeral directors pursue when they compete with others in the market.  Sellers who are 
most successful in building strong networks will be the most successful in the market. 
 
NETWORK STRUCTURE AND MEANING IN FUNERAL MARKETS 
 In the case of the Massachusetts funeral market, sellers compete by building broad 
social networks to meet and interact (often indirectly) with members of the community.  
Such network ties generate business in a variety of ways; however, it is important to 
emphasize that it is not enough for owners of funeral homes to build networks.  These 
networks must be built in a way that potential consumers (i.e. members of the 
community) do not perceive sellers as engaged in any sort of marketing strategy.  In other 
words, funeral directors must work hard to define these relationships in such a way as to 
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not appear motivated by the desire to increase their customer base.
84
  In essence, then, 
competition is not simply driven by the structure of any given seller’s network, but also 
the meanings embedded in the ties themselves. 
 
Figure 6-2: Types of Connections in Funeral Markets 
 
 
 
 
Network Structure in Funeral Markets 
 Figure 6-2 builds on my findings from Chapter 4 to present three kinds of network 
ties between consumers and sellers in funeral markets.  First, some consumers have what 
                                                 
84   
I do not wish to make the argument that funeral directors build relationships with others purely for the 
purpose of making money.  All of the funeral directors that I spoke with seemed genuinely interested in 
meeting people and helping their communities; however, they did readily acknowledge that efforts to build 
relationships do help to bring in business.  
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I will refer to as ‘uncontested ties’ with one funeral home.  A consumer with an 
uncontested tie has a direct connection to one and only one funeral home.  It is important 
to point out that uncontested ties can exist between individuals or groups.  An example of 
an individual-to-individual uncontested tie would be the case of a consumer who knows a 
funeral director personally.  At the group level, we have consumers whose family has 
traditionally used a specific funeral home (i.e. the ‘family funeral home’) and consumers 
who belong to religious, racial, or ethnic groups in which ‘everyone’ goes to one specific 
home.  Regardless of whether the connection is at the level of the individual or group, a 
consumer with an uncontested tie will unreflexively choose the home that he or she is 
connected to.  That consumer will not contact any alternative homes or even consider the 
possibility of contacting another home.  Consumers with uncontested ties make a non-
choice when in need of a funeral home.   
 Second, some consumers have what I will refer to as ‘contested ties.’  Unlike 
consumers with uncontested ties, those with contested ties have connections to multiple 
funeral homes.  One example would be a man whose family traditionally uses one funeral 
home who becomes friends with the owner of a different funeral home.  A woman whose 
work regularly puts her in contact with funeral directors from different funeral homes 
would be another.  Consumers with contested ties are faced with a genuine choice among 
the funeral homes to which they are connected.  In such situations, these consumers are 
unlikely to consider funeral homes to which they have no connections, regardless of those 
homes’ prices or quality of service. 
Finally, in any given area, there will be some number of consumers who have no 
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direct tie to any funeral home.  Such consumers have no personal relationships with any 
funeral directors, and they are not part of any social group (family, church, racial or 
ethnic group, or the like) with a connection to a funeral home.  I will refer to such 
consumers as ‘unconnected.’  When unconnected consumers find themselves in need of 
funeral services, they are likely to ask friends, acquaintances, or co-workers for 
recommendations. 
 For funeral directors, then, competition becomes a process of building and 
maintaining ties with consumers.  For any given funeral home, its uncontested ties 
provide the bulk of its customers, while unconnected and contested consumers provide 
much of the opportunity for growth.  Funeral homes compete by protecting their 
uncontested ties, converting unconnected consumers to uncontested consumers, and 
converting competitors’ uncontested ties to contested ties.  These ties, though, must be 
defined in very specific ways if they are to help the funeral home bring in business.   
 
The Meanings of Ties 
 The relationships between buyers and sellers in funeral markets are different from 
those in many other markets because funeral buyers and sellers very often define this 
relationship in more personal terms than, say, the relationship between a consumer and a 
retail salesperson; however, funeral directors and consumers do define this relationship in 
different ways.  Funeral directors attempt to define their ties to clients in familial terms.  
One of the more obvious examples of this is the use of the phrase ‘funeral home’ rather 
than ‘funeral store.’  Owners of funeral homes go to great lengths to create an 
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environment reminiscent of the home.  Rooms are comfortably carpeted.  The furniture 
has a 'homey' feel to it.  And, in most cases (but, surprisingly to me, not all), funeral 
home owners avoided the use of desks and computers in rooms where they would meet 
with customers to discuss arrangements; instead, round tables that would not have looked 
out of place in most dining rooms were the norm. 
 The word 'home' suggests an intimacy that is also reflected in the universal 
avoidance of the word 'customer' among funeral directors.  Funeral directors use the word 
'family' to discuss those who purchase their services.  When I asked why, directors 
emphasized the degree of closeness that comes to exist between themselves and 
consumers, which comes in part from the degree to which funeral directors learn about 
the hidden details of those they serve as well as the funeral director's own membership in 
the consumer's community: 
I think funeral service is a very intimate service. We are becoming very intimately 
acquainted with the insides of people's lives. [They tell us] how many marriages 
they've had and children and Social Security numbers and their incomes and all 
that kind of thing, and I think that the perception of the funeral director in ages 
past has always been your ‘community funeral director.’ Your neighbor. 
Somebody who was close, and I think to call someone a customer is like equating 
what you do for people with what people do at the hardware store or the 
supermarket or whatever. 
 Patricia Williams, Funeral Director 
 
Part of this intimacy comes from the consumer's reliance on the funeral director and the 
fact that that reliance puts consumers in a position of vulnerability.  Consumers, then, 
need to feel they can trust their funeral director and depend on him or her for emotional 
support:   
I think people want to get a feel from you that you truly are connecting with their 
feelings at the time and you have compassion for them. They want to feel like 
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when they come in that you truly have some sense of compassion for that family 
and what they’re going through, not just as a matter of fact, “okay, this is what 
you want, okay, sign these papers and just bring a check in when you come in 
tomorrow.” They want to feel a connection. They need to feel that connection 
with you [because] they are entrusting you with one of the... with their loved one, 
at a very sensitive... a very difficult time in their life where they feel like they 
need to trust in you, because at the present time they are not capable of really 
watching out for everything and taking care of things on their own. They are 
depending on you and trusting you to hold them by the hand and help them 
through this. And I think they need to feel that connection with you. 
 Jeffrey Gallo, Funeral Director 
 
 Where funeral directors described their connections to consumers in these familial 
terms, consumers were less unified in their definitions of their relationships with funeral 
directors.  Broadly, consumers' conceptions of funeral directors can be broken down into 
three categories: funeral director as guide, funeral director as friend, and funeral director 
as salesperson.  Unlike the funeral directors, consumers often invoked more than one of 
these descriptions over the course of an interview. 
 Of the three conceptualizations, 'funeral director as guide' was the most 
commonly offered by the consumers.  These consumers saw the funeral director as a 
resource who both assisted them in making key decisions and, once these decisions were 
made, made sure that everything that needed to be accomplished was accomplished.  
Many consumers stated that the funeral director took the burden of thinking about 
relatively trivial details off of them so they could focus on their grief.  In many cases, 
consumers were at a loss not only over what they themselves wanted to do, but also what 
they should do.  Such instances are particularly interesting because they show the degree 
to which consumers feel pressure to do what is required of them and the degree to which 
funeral directors are seen as interpreters of cultural norms and role expectations.   
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 The ‘funeral director as friend' was the next most commonly offered definition.  
To these consumers, the relationship with the funeral director takes on an intimacy that is 
absent in the majority of market transactions; however, the use of the word ‘friend’ in 
place of the word ‘family’ suggests that consumers did not see the connection in as 
intense terms as did the funeral directors.  In quite a few cases, consumers were actually 
friends with their funeral director outside of the context of the funeral arrangement, and 
the existing relationship facilitated the exchange.  In others, consumers knew their funeral 
director because of their regular professional contact, as in Linda Malone and Steve 
Bowman's cases.  Still others, such as Suzie Walters and Phillip Tallant, had regularly 
encountered the funeral director at other funerals.  Finally, for some, it was the emotional 
situation combined with the funeral director's demeanor that led consumers to see the 
connection in intimate terms:   
They're talking to you... they weren’t pushy.  It wasn’t just like a sales pitch. They 
knew what to do and they are very sorry. Almost like it was, you are sitting in the 
parlor and talking and it was like... not family, I don’t want to say family... but I 
don’t know.  It... it was... I mean you were you are talking... maybe friends. They 
didn’t, like I said, it wasn’t a sales pitch. I don't know.  If we went to [different 
funeral home], I don’t know how they handle it. I mean... we dealt with them, you 
know them.  They are like... they're your neighbors.  They are our neighbors and 
that... they are friends. 
  Thomas Lauzon, Consumer 
 
Ultimately, this connection was more meaningful than that between a customer and 
salesperson, but it did not reach the intimacy of a family relationship. 
 Finally, some consumers defined funeral directors as business or salespeople:  
 I look at the funeral directors as salespeople.  Well other people don't look at them 
like that.  That would be good.  Like I see them as salespeople.  I know their 
situation, so it's hard for me to be saying they shouldn't be doing that that, you 
know, where I think it's their livelihood and they need to do that, what they do. 
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  Gina Moretti, Consumer 
 
Well, the funeral director, that’s their job. I mean it’s like a plumber, an 
electrician, or something of that nature. It's not something that... if your pipes 
burst at your house, you are not capable of fixing them, are you?  I guess that 
would be my view on them. That’s their job. That’s… I mean… who do you go to  
if someone dies?  You go to them.  They are the people that know how to embalm 
people and take care of bodies that are deceased and they know the right people to 
contact for things that have to be done. And I guess that would be my outlook on 
them, as far as I think that they do try to do the comforting thing as well. 
 Linda Malone, Consumer 
 
Funeral directors, they want to make money, they have... I am sure they have 
overhead.  They have their buildings, they have I am sure that the state has certain 
things that they have to do to remain certified.  Their vehicles and all this stuff so 
I am sure there is a... plus they have a profit, they have to make a profit. 
  Robert Griffis, Consumer 
These statements, and others like them, suggest a much less personal connection than the 
terms ‘friend’ or ‘guide’ do.  Of all the definitions invoked by the consumers, the ‘funeral 
director as salesperson’ was the least popular, and it was often intermingled with the 
other definitions described above.  For instance, Gerry Gocci, who sees his funeral 
director as a family friend, stated that funeral directors “need to make their mark-up.”  
For the most part, consumers did not object to their funeral directors making a profit as 
long as the directors were supportive and at least somewhat compassionate, and the 
majority of consumers very happy with their funeral directors. 
 
MAINTAINING TIES: THE EXAMPLE OF THE ‘STATIC MARKET’ 
 To review, funeral directors are limited in their ability to increase demand, 
innovate, or lower prices to bring in customers.  As such, funeral directors compete by 
building and maintaining social ties.  This section explores how funeral directors 
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maintain existing ties, and the following section explores how sellers expand their 
businesses by building new ties.  Throughout this process, funeral directors need to be 
careful of how they work to define these ties. 
 
Figure 6-3: A ‘Market’ with One Funeral Home 
 
 
 
  
 To illustrate the ways in which sellers maintain their existing ties, I will focus on 
what I term a ‘static market,’ which I define as any market in which there is a stable 
population of customers and little to no competition between sellers.  A perfect static 
market would be a monopoly (see Figure 6-3).   With only one seller available, 
consumers have no choice but to purchase goods and services from that seller.  Because 
funeral markets are bounded geographically, consumers who live in a community with 
only one funeral home are essentially ‘stuck’ with that home; however, a funeral market 
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may be static even if multiple sellers are present in a community. 
 
Figure 6-4: Model of a Static Funeral Market 
 
 
 
 
 
 Figure 6-4 expands the market to three homes, which would theoretically open up 
the space for consumers to make a meaningful choice among sellers, but that is not the 
case here. There is an uncontested tie binding each consumer to one of the three homes.   
The market is stable, and each home has a stable pool of clients, but there is not much 
space here for meaningful competition.  As long as these ties remain in place, there are 
few avenues for significant growth.  In such a situation, a funeral home must protect itself 
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by protecting its customer base; in other words, the focus becomes avoiding the loss of 
customers they already have.  A funeral home faces three major threats to its customer 
base: demographic shifts, poor or incompetent service, and outdated facilities. 
 
Demographic Shifts 
 Since consumers generally choose a funeral home that is close to where they live, 
a funeral home is at the mercy of demographic changes in the communities in which they 
are located.  Kurt Haff, an employee at a larger funeral home, began his career as the 
owner of a funeral home in a small community.  Over time, the growing popularity of a 
local university combined with neighborhood beautification programs drove up the cost 
of living, sending long-time residents to other cities and towns, thus severing his 
connections to these long-term customers.  The funeral home ultimately closed and Kurt 
worked at various other funeral homes for the remainder of his career.  Claudia Nash 
described how families who move often shift from the funeral home in their community 
of origin to a funeral home in their new community: 
When the first parent dies [after a move], they usually go back to the city or town 
they came from… When the second parent dies, more and more often lately, they 
will call us.  It is because, you know, “Mom's entrenched in the [new] 
community, and it is our friends that are going to be coming, and we live in the 
community now.” 
 
When the family is new to an area, many of their ties to the old community are still in 
place, so they may return there for funerals.  Over time, they will build ties to people in 
their new communities, and their old ties weaken.  At that point, they switch to a funeral 
home in their new community. 
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Service 
 Funeral directors must provide adequate services to existing customers.  There are 
two components to this service.  First, the funeral director needs to be technically 
competent.  By that, I mean that the funeral director must perform his or her duties in a 
way that facilitates the completion of the ritual without causing any disruption of the 
ritual process.  As Frank Addison put it, “once you [the consumer] go with someone, you 
generally stay with them.  Unless they [the funeral directors] screw up or something.”  
When the funeral director does ‘screw up,’ though, the consumer (as well as attendees at 
the service) may not return to that funeral home.  For example, Samantha Gocci was 
unhappy with the quality of the embalmer’s work at her maternal grandmother’s 
services:
85
 
They did a horrible job. I don't know what [the embalmer] was thinking,  but he 
did terrible. She was bloated and whatnot. She looked terrible. And it kind of took 
away from our experience, and I'll never... I wouldn't bring my dog there. 
 
Samantha’s experience at that funeral home led her to conclude that she would not use 
their services under any circumstances.  Suzie Walters, an African American consumer, 
complained that funeral homes that cater to a largely white clientele are often unable to 
prepare darker-skinned bodies for services: 
Often times if you go to a Caucasian undertaker, they don’t make your skin... they 
put the wrong color make-up on you. You look stupid. My cousin died, she was -- 
she was pretty fair skinned, but they put this really white pancake make-up on her, 
and they gave her orange lipstick.  So after that I want someone who can relate 
                                                 
85
  Samantha Gocci was not involved in the arrangement of this service.  While she was involved in the 
arrangements for her father’s mother, it was her mother’s mother who she describes in the quote above. 
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with, like, skin tones to make you look natural. 
 
Such experiences reinforced her sense of connection to her family funeral home. 
 When I asked why a consumer might not return to a funeral home, Jeffrey Gallo 
stated that different things matter to different consumers:  
 I don’t know because every person is different.  Like I said to you earlier, people 
are tense and stressful at these times in their lives, so it could be something that 
might seem not so big to you and me but to them it’s everything, so it blows them 
out of the water. 
  Jeffrey Gallo, Funeral Director 
 
A few moments later, though, Jeffrey stated that it takes a fairly major error to lead 
customers to abandon a funeral home to which they have ties: 
 Families have to be very unhappy for them to switch [to a different funeral home].  
They don’t just switch.  They have to be very unhappy to switch. 
 
His comments were representative of the consensus among funeral directors; others 
emphasized that it takes a significant error to lead consumers to abandon the family 
funeral home. 
 There are two reasons why consumers are unlikely to cut their ties to a seller in 
the face of minor errors.  First, consumers are often not in the position to notice an error.  
They may be too upset or focused on the ritual to see the error; they may not possess the 
technical skill to recognize the error (e.g. an embalming error); or they may not have 
enough experience attending funerals to recognize the error as something out of place or 
incorrect.  Second, because of their personal and familial ties to the funeral home or 
funeral director, many consumers are likely to overlook or forgive what they see as a 
minor error.  Several consumers that I spoke with discussed such mistakes.  For instance, 
Janie Hodgson and her brother (Elliot Whitt) were late to their own father’s funeral 
191 
 
 
because the limousine driver got lost on his way to pick them up for the service.  She was 
upset at first, but her brother was “laughing,” and in the end the experience provided 
some “comic relief” to the funeral service. 
 While technical errors pose a limited danger to a funeral home’s customer base, 
problems with a funeral director’s demeanor pose a much greater danger.  As both the 
funeral directors and consumers emphasized throughout the interviews, funeral directors 
cannot be (or cannot appear to be) focused too heavily on making money.  As discussed 
in the previous section, consumers are aware that funeral directors are in business and 
that they generate a profit in the course of operating their businesses; however, if a 
consumer suspects that the funeral director is indifferent to his or her suffering or if the 
funeral director seems to only be interested in the consumer as a source of profit, then the 
consumer is likely to develop a very negative impression of the funeral director.  For 
example, when Maria Tallant’s father-in-law died, she and her husband, Phillip Tallant, 
had connections to two funeral homes: Feldscher’s, a local funeral home used by Phillip’s 
co-workers and Hudec’s, a funeral home owned by one of Phillip’s high school 
classmates.  They ultimately chose Feldscher’s because Maria felt the staff at Hudec’s 
were too interested in her as a customer instead of as a person:   
 [Phillipp’s friend] didn’t even talk to me.  He sent one of the other people to talk 
to me.  They were just not... I found that the person wasn’t compassionate. He 
just, you know, [focused on] the money and the prices.  I didn’t feel that they 
cared.  I mean not that they should care.  They don’t know us, but to be in that 
kind of a business you have to be compassionate and sensitive to the people that 
you’re dealing with - their feelings - and not be so abrupt about it. It was just very 
to the point, no bedside manner type thing at all going on. 
 
Maria’s experience at Feldscher’s was very different.  She stated that the funeral director 
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there was “very much nicer and more sensitive to the family’s feelings.”   
 Megan Williams had a similar experience while arranging a funeral for her 
mother: 
 I felt that we were just treated like another customer, that they really didn’t care 
about the funeral for my mother.    
 
While Megan has not yet been in the position to arrange a funeral since then, she assured 
me that she would not return to that same funeral home in the future.  While helping her 
aunt arrange services for her uncle, Gina Moretti felt the funeral director at the traditional 
Greek funeral home in her community acted as if “he knew he had the business because 
[we] were Greeks and all the Greeks went there, so I don’t think he had to be more 
considerate toward the family.”  When it came time to arrange her father’s funeral, she 
decided to seek out a new funeral home. 
 The funeral directors I spoke with consistently stated that people who go into the 
funeral business to make money will fail.  While they emphasized that they needed to 
make money, the money takes a back seat to providing a service that helps the consumers 
they serve.  Joseph Riley, for instance, sees himself as a ‘grief facilitator,’ and many 
other funeral directors explicitly compared themselves to those in other professions that 
help for a living: 
 For anyone who wants to be a nurse or a social worker or in any type of helping 
profession, it is a natural fit. 
  Patricia Williams, Director 
 
 I always liken our situation, in funeral service, [to] helping people at a time of 
stress, like clergy. 
 Greg Centers, Director 
 
 You are like a minister.  You are like a clergy.  In a lot of ways, you are like a 
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psychiatrist. You are all of them wrapped up in one. 
  Roger Mathis, Director 
 
 [A funeral director is] like a doctor… It is even more of a profession than a doctor 
because we are dealing with people.  You go to a doctor, you are sick and he 
writes you a prescription, and you go and get it filled.  You take the prescription 
as prescribed and you’re fine.  Doesn’t work that way here.  It takes some time.  
We have to get people through the stages of grief. 
  Darryl Keena, Director 
They were emphatic that anyone in the funeral industry who loses sight of the helping 
aspect of the job will quickly find him or herself losing customers. 
 
Facilities and Amenities 
 Finally, business owners must maintain their facilities and offer basic amenities to 
consumers.  Owners of funeral homes seek to provide the consumer with a sense of being 
in a living room in residential home.  In theory, such a space can create a more intimate 
atmosphere than the relatively sterile environment found in department stores, car 
dealerships, or other places in which buyers and sellers typically transact.
86
  The need for 
the physical space to help create this intimate feel, though, puts pressure on funeral 
directors to continually update the interior.  In addition, the buildings themselves must be 
able to accommodate what are often quite large groups of mourners.   
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  For the owners of some funeral homes, though, the tradition of building funeral homes to look like 
residential homes limits what the firm can offer.  Two of the funeral directors that I spoke with work in 
funeral homes that were designed and built to be funeral homes, and the designers did not feel compelled to 
model their homes in the traditional style.  These two homes were among the larger firms I visited, and the 
size allowed the funeral directors to hold much larger services or handle more services at a time.  
Additionally, funeral homes designed to be funeral homes allow the owners to build features into the 
facility that allow for more expansive services.  For example, the death rituals of one culture call for the 
burning of incense.  Incense burning is limited in many funeral homes because it can set off the fire alarms.  
One funeral home I visited was built with that particular cultural group in mind, and a ventilation system 
designed to handle incense was installed so that there would be no limit to the amount of incense that 
mourners could burn. 
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 The other major amenity that funeral homes offer is parking.  Funeral services can 
draw in hundreds, sometimes thousands, of people, and many of those people drive.  
Also, a major component of many funerals is the funeral procession, in which cars line up 
and drive together to the place of final disposition, typically a cemetery.  A funeral home 
that does not offer convenient parking runs the risk of creating difficulties for the family 
and friends of the deceased.  The need for adequate parking facilities puts pressure on 
owners of funeral home to maintain and expand their parking lots. 
 Quite a few funeral directors highlighted the need to constantly update the rugs, 
wall paper, and other interior design features of the building.  What is interesting about 
the way funeral directors discussed such amenities, though, is that they did not see such 
efforts as a way to draw in new customers, but as a way to maintain the customer base 
that they already have.  Such efforts ensure that their existing customers do not defect to 
other firms.  They seemed to feel that if they did not maintain their facilities, clients 
would not return in the future and guests of the family who may be unconnected to a 
funeral home would not choose their home when the need arose.  In fact, several directors 
attributed the decline of other area funeral homes in the area to a failure to maintain the 
building and other amenities: 
This family I made arrangements for today, they always went to Rosoff’s [a 
funeral home in a neighboring town] for years and years and years.  That was their 
funeral home. Unfortunately [when] you walk into Rosoff’s, it looks like 1950. 
There's yellow wallpaper. The rugs aren't updated. It's old furniture and stuff like 
that. You gotta kind of keep up on the times and their daughter, at 32 years old, 
said, "I know we always go to Rosoff’s, Mom, but if something happens to me I 
want to go down to Riley's." 
  Joseph Riley, Funeral Director 
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Schaeffer’s was doing 125 calls a year.  Myer’s bought him out.  [The business] 
went right down.  His place was… he never done nothing [to maintain his 
building].  I mean, the place was shabby.  If people going to pay money, they 
want to have a decent place. 
 Frank Addison, Funeral Director  
 
None of the directors stated that the condition of their facility or the amenities that they 
offer brought in business. 
 In many places, funeral markets are very stable.  For instance, it is not unusual to 
see funeral homes that have been continuously operated for well over half a century, and 
many have been in operation even longer; however, the degree to which funeral markets 
are stable varies considerably.  The next section explores those elements that introduce 
some dynamism into funeral markets as well as the degree to which such dynamism 
introduces competition into these markets.   
 
BUILDING TIES: THE EXAMPLE OF THE ‘DYNAMIC MARKET’ 
 Where Figure 6-4 shows a market comprised of three firms, each with a stable 
base of consumers, each connected to a firm by an uncontested tie, Figure 6-5 
complicates the model by introducing unconnected consumers and consumers with 
contested ties (i.e. ties to multiple funeral homes).  It is within such a context that space 
opens for competition between funeral homes.  In such a market, funeral directors focus 
on building ties with unconnected consumers.  Sellers can also make efforts to convert 
other homes’ connected ties to contested ties and then ultimately ‘steal’ other firms’ 
customers, but this method is much more difficult.  This section explores how sellers 
attempt to build ties with new consumers.  While every funeral firm (to a greater or lesser 
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degree) needs to focus on building new ties, it is new firms that face this problem most 
urgently, and, as such, I will focus mainly on the experiences of new entrants to the 
market.   
Figure 6-5: Model of a Dynamic Funeral Market 
 
 
 
Reputation 
 The funeral directors that I interviewed continually mentioned ‘reputation’ as key 
to running a successful funeral firm.  A funeral home's reputation serves to both protect 
its existing customer base and to ensure that unconnected consumers see the home as an 
appropriate place to bring a loved one.  To build and protect this reputation, funeral 
directors need to continually present themselves to the community as professionals.   
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 Funeral directors are under constant pressure to maintain a professional reputation 
in their communities.  When asked how they maintain this reputation, funeral directors 
referred to the need for those in the community to see the funeral director as a person 
who can be trusted to take care of a deceased loved one and to not take advantage of 
vulnerable survivors.  In addition, the director must be seen as someone who is caring, 
yet capable of providing guidance and strength to those in extreme pain.  As such, funeral 
directors pay careful attention to their appearance and behavior when in public.  They 
avoid activities like the public consumption of alcohol, at least while they are in the 
communities in which they operate.  As Darryl Keena put it, "everybody likes a 
character, but when Momma dies, they want a professional."   
 Naomi Warner’s experience is particularly illustrative.  She and a business partner 
purchased a small funeral home in her hometown.  At the time, there was one other 
funeral home in town, and that funeral home had a solid reputation and a strong customer 
base.  After only a few years, though, Naomi’s firm went from handling about 30 services 
a year to handling over 120 services a year, a level of growth that would be impressive 
for any business, but that is even more exceptional given that funeral firms are usually 
resistant to such swings.  She attributes her success, in part, to the fact that the owners of 
the other funeral home died, and their son took over the business.  According to Naomi, 
he and his wife’s actions in public undermined the firm’s formerly strong reputation:  
 Their behavior around town was flashy and rude and tacky and they just thought, 
“well, we have the funeral home, people will come.”  You know, “this funeral 
home has been around for generations,” and, you know, the arrogant ass attitude.  
I led a very low key life, very quiet.  They were in trouble with the police.  They 
were in trouble with domestic assault and battery, they were in trouble... and just 
thought people would still come.  And then they’d be down at the local watering 
198 
 
 
hole getting hammered and... it would be like... if someone was sitting and they’re 
having dinner with their family and they saw that you’re loud and trashy and rude 
at the bar and then they go home and their mom died, are they going to think, “oh, 
we’ve got to call them?” They’re not going to think that. They’re going to think, 
“oh, my God, what are we going to do now? They were hammered. I’m sure 
they’re not even sober yet.” So they destroyed their own business. On the other 
hand, people were coming down here [to my funeral home] and they were getting 
kind, compassionate [service].  They might see me down at The Ninety Nine
87
 
having dinner, but I had a grandchild wrapped around my neck and another one in 
a high chair, and I made sure my children were never in trouble with the police. 
  
Unlike her competitor, Naomi’s public behavior sent the signal that she is stable, caring, 
and competent to handle funeral services. 
  
Meeting People and Creating Visibility 
 Sam Lorenzo Sr. opened his funeral home in the 1960s, and, for the first decade 
or so, he did not have many customers.  Rather than purchase advertisements in the 
newspaper or run television commercials, Sam did everything he could to get into the 
community and meet as many people as he was able.  He joined social organizations, 
went to church, and visited coffee shops.  He also mentioned that he would spend hours 
outside of the funeral home sweeping the sidewalk just to be seen and start conversations 
with anyone who happened to be passing by (a strategy also employed by Darryl Keena). 
 Sam is not unique among owners of funeral homes, who go out of their way to 
join groups, sponsor clubs and local events, and to do anything else they can to meet 
people and be seen.  Joseph Riley has coached baseball and softball, and he sponsors the 
local baseball league, basketball league, and a local orchestra.  Roger Mathis has been an 
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 The Ninety Nine is a restaurant chain in the American Northeast. 
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officer in the Rotary Club, a member of the board of directors for both his local YMCA 
and the boy scouts, and he has gone “to every church in the city at one time or another.”  
John Akridge is a member of a local church, the Lions Club, and the Masons.  Ted Reyer 
serves on the city council and the board of the chamber of commerce.  His father is a 
member of Kiwanis and has been very active politically over the years, and his brother is 
member of both the Lions Club and the Rotary club, and he is also involved with the 
local basketball league.  All of these individuals are typical of the funeral directors I 
interviewed. 
 Some funeral directors are in a position to draw on their racial or ethnic 
background to draw in customers.  As I described above, Hugh M. was able to draw on 
the local Cuban population, which had previously been served primarily by a white-
owned funeral home.  Tabatha D. and her family similarly drew on their membership in 
the Vietnamese community to draw in customers.  Frank Addison tried to draw on his 
Polish background to bring in business, but he was largely unsuccessful, a fact he partly 
attributed to the fact that there were already two other Polish-owned funeral homes in the 
community when he opened his firm: 
 My biggest problem was I stayed in the Polish background, which was a bad 
thing.  I belonged to the Knights of Columbus.  Polish, [I] should have just forgot 
them.  You're gonna get what you are going to get anyways.  I should have went 
down...  I belong to the American Vets, Franco-American Vets.  My wife’s 
French so I could join them.  That's where I should have been active, with the 
Frenchmen, the Knights of Columbus. 
 
In the above quote, he laments not drawing more heavily on his wife’s French 
background as well as approaching others in the community more broadly through 
membership in groups like the Knights of Columbus.  His statement concerning his 
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Polish customers – “you’re gonna get what you are going to get anyways” – suggests he 
did not feel his efforts in drawing in the Polish customers who did come to him made 
much of a difference.  His membership in the Polish community brought those customers 
in, and he felt his efforts would have been more fruitful had he pursued other groups. 
 
Funeral Attendance and ‘Trendsetter Funerals’ 
 Ray Monaldo bought a funeral home in the mid-nineties, and, at the time he 
purchased it, the home only handled about ten services a year.  At the time I spoke with 
Ray, he was handling about 100 services a year, an enormous increase in volume for any 
business, but even more impressive given the static demand in funeral markets.  Ray 
attributes much of his success, like the majority of the funeral directors I spoke with, to 
his personal connection to the community he serves.  Ray grew up and continues to live 
in the town he serves, and he is active in a variety of community and political 
organizations; however, he also attributes a good deal of this increased client base to 
what he termed 'trendsetter funerals.'  A trendsetter funeral is any service that exposes a 
new group of potential consumers to the funeral home in a way that leads some of them 
to choose that funeral home in the future.  For Ray, he built a personal connection to an 
important political figure in his community.  When this gentleman passed away, his wife, 
over the objections of his children who wished to use the traditional family home, 
contacted Ray and arranged the service.  This was the service that, in Ray's words, was 
‘huge’ and "really put us over the top."  Ray mentioned that he had several such services, 
each of which brought many new people through the door of the funeral home.   
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 Three other funeral directors discussed similar services, although only one seems 
to have benefited to the same degree as Ray.  Tabatha D.'s funeral home was built to cater 
to a large population of her co-ethnics in her city and the surrounding area, but, due to a 
trendsetter funeral, has also come to serve the Nigerian population in the area.  Like Ray, 
Tabatha's funeral home is less than twenty years old, but, unlike Ray, Tabatha's family 
did not purchase an existing funeral home, but bought a plot of land and built an entirely 
new home to service their co-ethnics.  A Nigerian judge, who lived near Tabatha's funeral 
home, drove past the building every day on his way to work.  He saw the building as it 
was constructed and then as it was later expanded to handle the homes' growing client 
base.  Before he died, he chose to have his services at Tabatha's funeral home, and the 
funeral drew an enormous crowd:   
So he came here and he was the first Nigerian we ever had. So many people came, 
we had to stand out in the parking lot. That’s how bad it [was]. And we had to 
park people down [the street].  That’s when the Nigerians started coming, was 
because of that judge. 
 
After they handled the judge's service, they became the funeral home of choice for the 
Nigerian community, even though they made no effort to make that connection: 
We never market[ed] to the Nigerians or anything like that. They just came in, just 
because of that one judge. 
 
 John Akridge and Naomi Warner had similar, but less dramatic, experiences.  
John's personal relationship with a Hispanic gentleman who utilized his services led John 
to serve some additional Hispanic families.  At the time of our conversation, Naomi had 
just handled her first Asian service.  As they were leaving, the family told Naomi that she 
would see them again.  If they return in the future and tell others in the Asian community 
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about Naomi's funeral home, then Naomi can expect to have a growing customer base of 
Asian families. 
 If most people, though, have a connection to a funeral home, then how do 
trendsetter funerals work?  How can exposure to a new group of potential clients lead to a 
potentially explosive growth in business?  The data that I have gathered only allow for 
speculation here, but I do believe that the experiences described by the funeral directors 
that I spoke with, both those who have had trendsetter funerals and those who have not, 
can offer some tentative explanations. 
 The most obvious effect of a trendsetter funeral is to bring potentially large 
numbers of consumers, many of whom may have no affiliation to any funeral home, 
through the doors of the home.  These people then have the opportunity to see how the 
funeral director handles services.  If the funeral director performs competently, then there 
is a good chance that they will remember the home when they have a need.  Also, the 
stature of the deceased may play a role in cementing the funeral home in the mind of 
funeral attendees.  If the deceased is a well-known and well-respected member of the 
community, and the deceased has openly switched from an established funeral home to a 
new firm, as was the case for Ray Monaldo, then the new home may be legitimated in a 
way that would not have otherwise been possible.  Prominent members of the community 
may provide what amounts to a 'seal of approval' to the funeral home.  Others in the 
community may respond to that and remember the home in the future.   
 Another effect of such services is that they get people to talk about the funeral 
home.  In the short term, community members may speculate as to why the deceased 
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chose to switch homes; such speculation could potentially hurt the more established 
home's reputation.  In the long term, any new clients that the trendsetter funeral creates 
become part of the firm's client base, and they also help drive business by referring other 
friends, family, and co-workers to the home.    
  
RELATIONAL WORK AS COMPETITIVE MECHANISM 
 In an unpublished piece, Healy
88
 cautiously praises the concept of relational work 
and makes the case that it may enrich economic sociologists’ theoretical engagement with 
economic life; however, he warns that the concept may become little more than a 
‘slogan’ if utilized in “a lazy sort of fashion” (3).  He points to two ways that researchers 
could use the concept that would dilute its potential to help us make sense of economic 
life.  First, there is the impulse to simply study some set of economic exchanges and 
‘discover’ that parties to these exchanges are engaged in some form of relational work.  
Such works tells us nothing about why people perform relational work, how relational 
work actually takes place, or how it contributes to the functioning of economic systems.  
Second, there is the impulse to choose cases that have been subject to empirical scrutiny 
and simply redescribe them using “the new vocabulary” of relational work (3).  With a 
particularly lively turn of phrase, Healy (15) admonishes economic sociologists to 
carefully consider the ways they apply the concept: 
 …students of “relational work” cannot rest with demonstrations that people 
“make exchanges meaningful” in some bland sense.  Zelizer’s relational view 
does not say, “Take some uncomfortable or taboo exchange; add ‘meaning’; lie 
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down and wait for your analytical tension to resolve; marvel at the richness of 
economic life.”  Her vision is much more challenging than that. 
 
 In this chapter, I have shown not just that funeral directors engage in relational 
work, but how and why they engage in this relational work.  Funeral directors are aware 
that their network connections are vital to the success or failure of their businesses.  
Those to whom the funeral director or the funeral home are tied become customers.  In 
addition, when consumers arrange services at a funeral home, funeral directors gain the 
chance to build ties with those who attend the services.  As Frank Addison put it, “the 
more business you do, the more you’re going to get.”  In other words, consumers’ 
network ties become potential clients for the funeral home.  
 At the same time, though, we see that the definitions attached to these ties are just 
as important to the success or failure of the firm as the structure of the network in which 
the funeral director is embedded.  In order to be successful, the funeral director must be 
seen as a professional who is competent, compassionate, and driven to help those 
suffering through, as many consumers and directors called it, the most difficult time in a 
person’s life.  If the funeral director is seen as incompetent, uncaring, or profit 
maximizing, consumers will not seek his or her services.  Thus, the task of defining ties is 
just as important as the task of building ties.   
 Within this context, the effort a funeral director puts into building and defining 
ties – joining local organizations, sponsoring community events, acting professionally in 
public, and the like – all become ways of competing with other funeral sellers.  Firms that 
are able to build such networks will thrive; others will stagnate or fail.  In other words, 
205 
 
 
relational work constitutes the competitive mechanism that connects buyers and sellers in 
these markets.   
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION 
 
 In this dissertation, I have drawn on semi-structured interviews with buyers and 
sellers in the Massachusetts funeral market to show how the interactions between 
economic agents coalesce into a functioning market.  In Chapter 4, I addressed the 
question of how consumers come to seek the services of one seller over all of the others 
available.  I showed that the majority of consumers rely on their social networks in one 
way or another to do so.  Most consumers have ties to one funeral home, which they 
return to again and again.  Those without ties to a particular home typically seek a 
recommendation from a friend and then use the services of the first home suggested.  
Only rarely do consumers comparison-shop. 
 Following the discussion in Chapter 4 on how funeral consumers choose the 
funeral home, Chapter 5 focuses on how consumers choose goods and services once they 
have selected a funeral home.  I demonstrated that many of the purchases, such as those 
required for a wake, are socially prescribed, and thus purchased without thought.  There 
are purchases, though, that do require consumers to stop and consider their options before 
choosing a particular item, the choice of the casket, for instance; however, consumers do 
not make these choices with an eye toward maximizing their individual utility (i.e. 
finding the cheapest casket or the one that gives them the most value).  Instead, 
consumers choose those goods and services that perform relational work.  In other words, 
the purchases funeral arrangers make facilitate the maintenance, redefinition, and 
termination of social relationships. 
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In Chapter 6, I explored the implications of consumer action for the ways that 
funeral directors compete with one another.  Because consumers return to the same 
funeral home again and again or rely on recommendations from social ties to ‘choose’ 
among sellers – and most do not contact more than one home - funeral directors cannot 
draw in new customers by reducing prices.  Because consumers buy those items required 
by the ritual, funeral directors also are limited in their ability to draw in business through 
innovation.  With these avenues closed off, funeral directors compete by building social 
networks in the community; however, funeral directors must be careful to define the ties 
they build in non-commercial terms.  In essence, then, funeral directors perform 
relational work in order to compete with one another. 
In the sections that follow, I explore the implications of these findings for theory 
in economic sociology and the prospect of change in funeral markets.  I then move on to 
revisit the contemporary policy discourse surrounding funeral markets to offer an 
alternative way of thinking about how we, as a society, should approach the regulation of 
this industry.  I conclude by offering some directions for future research. 
 
IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY IN ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY 
 My findings throughout this dissertation carry several implications for theory in 
economic sociology.  I explore these implications below. 
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The Role of Consumers 
 Overwhelmingly, economic sociologists have ignored consumers.
89
  With some 
notable exceptions (Biggart 1989; Smith 1990; DiMaggio and Louch 1998; Frenzen, 
Hirsch, and Zerillo 1994; Guseva 2005; Zelizer 2005B; Karpik 2010; Zelizer 2005B; 
Zuckerman Unpublished), economic sociologists have been much more interested in 
other phenomena, such as production (Baker and Stearns 2001; Uzzi 1996, 1997, 1999) 
and regulations (Babb 2001; Block and Evans 2005; Huber and Stephens 2005), and 
these processes are clearly vitally important to our understanding of economic systems.  
Firms make and sell the things consumers buy, and they provide those same consumers 
with jobs and, thus, the means to consume.  The state provides the legal framework and 
protections that provide stability and predictability to economic systems; however, 
consumers are equally vital to the functioning of economic systems. 
In this text, I have shown that the actions of individual consumers determine the 
structure of the market itself.  In the case of funeral markets, the ways that consumers 
approach the process of arranging funeral services has largely eliminated traditional 
forms of market competition, which are rendered all but useless in funeral markets.  
Funeral sellers compete with one another by building contacts in communities and 
maintaining professional reputations in those same communities.  In essence, then, 
consumer action has undermined price competition and replaced it with relational work.  
Lowering prices will not increase sales if consumers do not price shop.  Developing new 
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  I do not mean to say here that sociologists in general have ignored consumer action.  The sociology of 
consumption clearly addresses this topic, but the economic sociology literature and the sociology of 
consumption literature remain largely unintegrated. 
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goods and services will not increase sales if consumers resist efforts to get them to 
purchase non-traditional goods and services.  Ultimately, it is impossible to understand 
funeral markets without a strong understanding of how consumers actually behave in 
funeral markets.   
Other markets similarly rely on consumer action to shape their structure.  Not all 
markets will operate in the same way as funeral markets, with relational work serving as 
the primary competitive mechanism, but we must pay more attention to how the actions 
of individual economic agents (not just consumers) impact markets.  These agents’ 
cultural understandings of themselves, the products they buy and sell, and the relational 
context in which they act will vary enormously by market, thus giving rise to quite 
different market structures.   
 
Choice and Uncertainty 
 Much of what I have written in this dissertation can be seen as a criticism of the 
concept of uncertainty.  To briefly summarize, economic agents experience uncertainty 
when they cannot assess the costs and benefits of the many options available to them.  To 
Beckert (1996, 2009), uncertainty stands at the heart of markets, and much of the work in 
economic sociology operates with the assumption that much economic action serves to 
mediate uncertainty.   
Undoubtedly, uncertainty is a core concept in economic sociology, one that 
allows us to understand a great deal that would otherwise remain hidden; however, I 
would argue that uncertainty is not as pervasive as is often thought.  As I have argued 
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throughout this work, much of what funeral consumers do may, to an outsider, have the 
appearance of consumers making choices in the context of uncertainty.  Consumers 
generally do not know how to go about arranging a funeral, how to assess the competence 
of sellers to provide adequate services, or how to infer whether or not any given seller is 
trustworthy.  Such a situation seems tailor-made for the concept of uncertainty; however, 
as I have shown, consumers generally do not act as if they are uncertain.   
This finding begs the question of what uncertainty actually is.  We can think of 
uncertainty in at least two ways.  First, we can think of uncertainty as something that 
individual people experience.  Second, we can think of uncertainty as something that 
inheres in situations.  I explore both possibilities below. 
If uncertainty is something that individuals experience, then how is uncertainty 
experienced?  We could think of the experience of uncertainty in at least two ways.  First, 
uncertainty could be the simple awareness on the part of the individual that he or she is 
missing information that is needed to make a ‘rational’ decision.  Second, we could think 
of uncertainty as an emotional state that emerges when an individual tries to make a 
decision but is missing information that he or she perceives as vital.  Uncertainty, for 
instance, could be thought of as a form of anxiety.  For the purposes of this discussion, I 
will think of this sort of uncertainty as a combination of this lack of information and the 
emotional reaction it produces.  I will refer to this type of uncertainty as ‘actor 
uncertainty.’ 
Alternatively, we could think of uncertainty as something that inheres in 
situations, or what I will refer to as ‘situational uncertainty.’  Situational uncertainty 
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ignores the subjective experience of the individual in favor of focusing on his or her 
objective knowledge.  So, an individual confident that he or she has all the relevant 
information required to make a decision would not experience actor uncertainty 
regardless of whether or not he or she is actually missing information; however, if that 
individual is missing information, then we would say situational uncertainty is a factor 
regardless of the individual’s feeling of confidence.  The key difference between these 
two concepts is the degree to which they see actor awareness of missing information as 
relevant. 
To further illustrate the differences between actor uncertainty and situational 
uncertainty, we can look to the example of Miriam Jones, who arranged a funeral for her 
husband.  Like the majority of the consumers I interviewed, Miriam did not know much 
about how to arrange a funeral.  Since she objectively lacked information that could 
possibly have affected her decision make process (e.g. the prices for goods and services 
offered by the sellers in her area, the range of goods and services available, and the state 
and federal laws governing funeral exchanges), we can say that uncertainty was present 
in the situation; however, we cannot say that she experienced uncertainty.  Upon her 
husband’s death, Miriam did not hesitate to contact the funeral home that handled her 
father’s services, and she never stopped to consider the possibility of contacting other 
sellers.  Once she arrived at the funeral home, she relied almost exclusively on the 
guidance of the funeral director when choosing goods and services. 
We can contrast Miriam’s experience with Chris Landa’s, who I discuss in detail 
in Chapter 4.  When Chris arranged a funeral for his father, he was consciously aware 
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that he lacked information about the various sellers in the area, and so he set out to gather 
information from both the sellers themselves and from his contacts in the area who had 
experiences with these sellers.  In Chris’ case, we can say that uncertainty was present in 
the situation (because he lacked information) and also that he experienced uncertainty 
(because he was aware that he lacked information and because he acted on that 
awareness). 
For Beckert (1996; 2009), markets are saturated with uncertainty, so market 
behavior is driven by efforts to deal with uncertainty.  Where Beckert takes uncertainty as 
a starting point for analysis - an assumption - I think it is more helpful to think of 
uncertainty in empirical terms.  Uncertainty can be more or less present in different 
markets and exchanges, a point Beckert would be unlikely to dispute; however, while 
Beckert sees uncertainty as a fundamental feature of all markets, my analysis shows that 
this would only be true if we think of uncertainty purely in situational terms.  There are at 
least some markets in which actor uncertainty is largely absent. 
 
Relational Work 
 While the concept of relational work has clearly grown in popularity over the past 
decade, Healy (Unpublished) warns that its own success may undermine its potential to 
tell us anything about how economic systems work.  He cautions against using the 
concept as nothing more than a ‘slogan’ devoid of any meaning.  Throughout this 
dissertation, I have not only sought to employ the concept of relational work but also to 
expand and modify it and to describe its function in markets. 
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 As Whitford (2012) points out, the concept of relational work has been used to 
explore dyadic relationships, but he points out that “in the real world, third parties – 
including state actors – mediate and broker many relationships” (267).  Here, I have 
sought to expand the concept of relational work beyond the dyad to a more multi-
dimensional framework that includes not only ‘interested third parties,’ but what we 
could think of as ‘imagined interested parties.’  As I described in Chapter 5, consumers 
purchasing services do so with a complex network of real and imagined others in mind.  
At the forefront of their minds stands the deceased.  Consumers, for instance, purchase 
caskets that ‘protect’ or are ‘comfortable for’ their deceased loved ones.  They may see 
this purchase as a ‘gift’ that they give to their mother, husband, or child.  These purchases 
also publicly define the relationship to all those who attend the services.  The casket 
signals to the community that the consumer loves and respects (not just ‘loved’ or 
‘respected’) the deceased.   
At the same time, though, the community performs relational work.  The friends 
and loved ones of the deceased attend the services to pay their respects to both the 
deceased and his or her living family.  The friends and family of the mourners similarly 
come and offer support to those experiencing the loss.  Finally, members of the 
community reaffirm their bonds with one another as they reminisce and share stories at 
the wake, funeral, and collation.  Ultimately, though, the community cannot perform any 
of this relational work unless the consumer makes the purchases that facilitate this work.  
The consumer, then, is placed in the position to perform his or her own relational work 
and facilitate the relational work of others (many of whom he or she may not even know).  
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Possibly a bit perversely, the consumer cannot expect to receive support from the 
community if he or she does not arrange a funeral, so the consumer is even responsible 
for creating the conditions that allow him or her to receive support (i.e. the relational 
work of the community).   
When the consumer is making the arrangements, he or she does not just consider 
the specific people he or she knows will attend the service.  The deceased likely had 
friends, acquaintances, and co-workers unknown to the consumer, so the consumer is 
placed in the position of facilitating the relational work of those he or she knows nothing 
about.  These would be the ‘imagined interested third parties’ I mentioned above.   
 In addition to refining the concept, I have sought to demonstrate the function of 
relational work in economic systems.  Relational work is essential to the functioning of 
funeral markets in two ways.  The first connects to the points made above concerning 
consumers’ efforts to arrange services that perform and facilitate relational work.  
Because consumers do so, their purchases are driven not by their own personal desires 
but by the need to perform relational work.  So, instead of seeing the cost of funerals 
driven by, for instance, emotionally vulnerable consumers making irrational purchasing 
decisions at the urging of manipulative funeral directors, we can see funeral costs as 
emerging within the context of a complex system of obligations and meanings embedded 
in social ties. 
 Second, as I argued in Chapter 6, the relational work of funeral directors serves as 
the main competitive mechanism in funeral markets.  When funeral directors go into the 
community and meet people, they perform very direct forms of relational work.  They 
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hope that these contacts will remember them and seek their services when the need arises; 
however, funeral directors also must direct their relational work at the ‘imagined 
interested third parties’ in the community.  When funeral directors work to build their 
professional reputation in the community, they do not seek to build a specific tie with a 
specific individual, but rather to create a sense of connection between those in the 
community and the home.  Those funeral directors who are able do so will grow their 
businesses, while those funeral directors who are unable to do so will see their businesses 
shrink.   
 
CHANGE AND GENUINE CHOICE IN FUNERAL MARKETS 
 Given the market structure I describe above, it would be easy to conclude that 
there is little space for change in funeral markets; however, the funeral market is 
changing, albeit slowly.  In this section, I offer some tentative explanations of why these 
changes are occurring.  In addition, my analysis suggests that there is additional space for 
change moving forward, and I describe these possibilities as well.  
 
The Growth of Cremation 
The most dramatic change that has taken place – and continues to take place – in 
American funeral markets is the increasing popularity of cremation.  While burial has 
historically been the method of choice in the United States, cremation has steadily grown 
in popularity over the past few decades, and in some areas of the country, cremation has 
become the preferred method of disposal.  According to the Cremation Association of 
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America (CANA), 36.02% of those who died in the United States were ultimately 
cremated, and cremation was more popular than burial in 15 states: Alaska, Arizona, 
Colorado, Florida, Hawaii, Idaho, Maine, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, New 
Mexico, Oregon, Vermont, Washington, and Wyoming (as reported by the National 
Funeral Directors Association). CANA predicts that cremation will continue to grow in 
popularity, and they project that 58.85% of deaths in 2025 will lead to cremation.  The 
growth in the popularity of cremation began in 1960s when less than 4% of people 
elected to be cremated.  Prothero (2002) argues that this shift has been driven in part by a 
growing religious acceptance of cremation, a backlash against the traditional funeral, and 
an increased concern about the environment.  I do not dispute Prothero’s explanation, but 
I do wish to expand it.   
As I discussed in Chapter 5, funeral consumers feel enormous pressure to 
purchase the goods and services required to fulfill the wishes of the deceased and fulfill 
their obligations to the community.  Those consumers who did not have the opportunity 
to speak to the deceased before he or she died will generally assume that the deceased 
“would have wanted” to follow family traditions.  It might be that the deceased preferred 
cremation to burial or that the deceased was indifferent, but the consumer could not learn 
that fact in the absence of a conversation about the deceased’s preferences.  Similarly, a 
consumer who belongs to a community in which individuals do not discuss death and 
death rituals will act with the assumption that the community expectations match 
tradition, regardless of what the community actually expects.  Ultimately, the less people 
talk about death, the stronger the binds of tradition will be.  
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In 1955, Geoffrey Gorer wrote that Western society’s attitudes toward death 
shifted in the 20
th
 century.  In previous times, death was a regular part of life, and 
everyone – including children - was likely to be exposed to death on a fairly frequent 
basis.  With a decline in the belief in an afterlife combined with improvements in public 
health measures and medical care that have progressively limited our exposure to the 
process of dying, “the natural processes of corruption and decay have become disgusting” 
(51).  Gorer lamented that Americans’ avoidance of death has led to a situation in which 
“natural death and physical decomposition have become too horrible to contemplate or 
discuss” (51).  Others have similarly argued that Americans have progressively become 
detached – and thus increasingly fearful – of the natural process of dying (e.g. Aries 
1981; Kellahear 2007).  Over time, though, the cultural taboos that prevent discussions of 
death have clearly weakened.  A growing number of books - some from academics (e.g. 
Aries 1981; Kubler-Ross 1997A, 1997B), some from consumer advocates (e.g. Carlson 
1998, 2001; Harris 2007; Morgan 2001; Slocum and Carlson 2011), some from funeral 
professionals (e.g. Lynch 1997), and some from the popular media (e.g. Albom 2002; 
Barnes 2009; Didion 2007) – including several popular documentaries (Public 
Broadcasting Service 2004; Frontline 2007; Lee 2011) - have openly engaged the topic of 
death, and many of these have explored alternative methods of disposition (e.g. Kalfel 
2009; Lee 2011).   
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It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that surveys conducted over the past few decades 
suggest that the number of people openly discussing funeral preferences is growing.
90
 It 
is during these conversations that people can reveal their preferences to those who will be 
responsible for arranging their services.  While many likely report that they prefer the 
‘traditional’ funeral - complete with casket, embalming, burial, and everything else that 
comes along with it – many others likely report that they prefer cremation or that they 
have no preference between burial and cremation.   
Within this changing context, some of what I have described as non-choices and 
weak choices may gradually transform into strong choices.  In a context in which death 
and disposal are not discussed, our taken-for-granteds are never revealed, let alone 
challenged.  As more and more people discuss their thoughts and feelings about death 
and disposal, we, as a culture, will come face to face with the full range of our options 
with a much greater frequency.  Such discussions will lead an ever growing number of 
consumers to consider those options rather than unreflexively falling back on tradition.   
In addition, the increasing popularity of funeral pre-arrangements (AARP 1999A, 
1999B, 2008; Choi-Allum 2007) could similarly lead to more space opening up for 
genuine choices.  People, I would argue, are more likely to make a genuine choice when 
arranging their own funerals than when arranging for someone else, whose wishes they 
                                                 
90
  I make this statement based on the findings from four surveys.  In 1975, Simmons found that 62% of her 
respondents had spoken, at least briefly, about their funeral preferences.  In 1982, Marks and Calder found 
that 48.2% of their respondents had discussed their funeral preferences with someone.  More recent 
surveys, Wirthlin (1995) and AARP (2005), reported much higher percentages: 85% and 90%, respectively.  
Each survey used slightly different questions, survey designs, and sampling procedures, so I do not claim 
that these results are comparable; however, the size of the increase from early to late surveys is striking and 
at least suggestive of the idea that people are becoming more willing to discuss their preferences than in the 
past. 
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may or may not know.  Where consumers are generally unwilling to disregard the wishes 
of others (whether explicitly stated or simply assumed), I strongly suspect that they are 
much more willing to consider alternatives to traditional forms of services when 
arranging their own funerals.   
 
Price Competition 
 While my argument throughout this text also suggests that price competition is 
weak in funeral markets, one of the implications of my argument is that price competition 
could emerge under certain circumstances.  If price competition were to emerge, then that 
would bring with it a shift from actions driven by non-choices to actions driven by strong 
choices.  There are two factors that could lead to increased price shopping: high rates of 
population turnover in a given market and the weakening of the strength of the 
‘traditional funeral.’ 
In Chapter 4, I pointed out that consumers generally rely on their social 
connections to choose a funeral home.  In many cases, consumers return to the ‘family 
funeral home’ again and again, generation after generation.  In those cases in which the 
consumer has no family funeral home, he or she will then ask a friend or co-worker for a 
recommendation, in which case he or she will almost certainly contact the recommended 
funeral home without any sort of comparison or investigation of alternative providers.  
Such a market structure, though, requires the existence of stable social networks.  Such 
networks are unlikely to exist in a market in which there is a high rate of population 
turnover.  If a large percentage of the population has moved and been replaced by 
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newcomers, then those newcomers will not have connections to any funeral home.  In 
addition, a newcomer who is socially connected to other newcomers will not be able to 
rely on the others’ connections to funeral homes.  In the absence of any sort of network 
tie, consumers face uncertainty, and they may respond to that uncertainty by drawing on 
their understandings of appropriate action in markets.  Price shopping is a component of 
that understanding.  In such a context, it is likely that high rates of price shopping would 
eventually lower if population turnover decreased, and the market would likely stabilize 
as residents began building relationships with funeral directors. 
 As I described in Chapter 5, consumers purchase those goods and services that are 
prescribed by the social ritual; however, there is evidence that there is significantly more 
space for individual choice within the context of funeral rituals than in the past.  There 
were two changes that came up again and again in my discussions with consumers and 
directors.  These (albeit small) changes suggest that the traditional ritual is weakening 
somewhat, which further implies that it is possible that it could change even more in the 
future. 
First, the scheduling of wakes has changed.  Traditionally, wakes were held over 
two days, with two two-hour blocks of time on each day.  For instance, a wake might 
have been held on Wednesday and Thursday from 1PM-3PM and then from 5PM-7PM 
on each day.  More recently, many consumers are opting to hold wakes on a single day 
for a solid four-hour block of time.  For instance, a wake might be held on a Friday from 
3PM-7PM or a Monday from 4PM-8PM.   
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Second, there has been an increasing push to ‘personalize’ the funeral ritual.  To 
personalize a funeral is to loosen the constraints of the strict ritual of the past to allow 
more elements that reflect the life and personality of the deceased.  The language of 
personalization generally also includes a push to ‘celebrate’ the life of the deceased. 
Other scholars have noticed this trend as well (Dickinson 2006; Garces-Foley and 
Holcomb 2006; Sanders 2008).
91
  If this trend continues, then space could open for 
funeral sellers to develop new products and compete through innovation.  For instance, a 
funeral home may be able to generate business by offering liquefaction (discussed in 
Chapter 5) as an alternative to burial or cremation.   
If the traditional ritual weakens a great deal,
92
 then it is even possible that 
alternative providers could begin to enter the market in a serious way and truly compete 
with the funeral homes.  At the moment, very few consumers, for instance, hire home 
funeral consultants, who assist families in preparing loved one’s remains on their own.  
They also help people conduct the various funeral rites in their own homes, thus avoiding 
                                                 
91
  I would offer the caveat that I think much of what Sanders (2008) and Dickinson (2006) write about 
these changes is overblown.  Sanders, for instance, writes that funeral ‘celebrations’ are literally turning 
into celebrations (i.e. parties); however, my data suggest that he has misinterpreted the terminology used by 
funeral professionals.  In his research, he did not speak with consumers and did not hear their descriptions 
of what the term ‘celebration of life’ means to them.  In the context of a funeral service, a celebration of life 
is a service that is designed to represent the life of the deceased, and such celebrations can include a party-
like atmosphere, but they do not have to.  For instance, Cathy Huson described the service for her young 
son as a celebration of his life, but it could in no way have been called a party.  Even in the instances where 
the atmosphere is party-like, I would argue two things.  First, while the atmosphere is ‘party-like,’ I think it 
would be a rare instance for it ever really to feel like an actual party.  Second, those who emphasized the 
importance of the party ‘feel’ (and there quite a few who I spoke with that did) did so because they felt the 
deceased would have wanted a party.  For instance, Olivia Edwards arranged a funeral for her father, and 
before the burial she and her family held a reception that was very purposefully designed to feel like a 
party, but the party itself was reflective of her deceased father.  For example, they played the music that he 
– not the attendees – liked.  Also, they left the urn near the bar so people could have their ‘last drink’ with 
her dad.  Attendees actually clinked their glasses on the urn to share a last toast with him. 
92
  An outcome that I think is unlikely in the short term, but quite possible in the long term. 
222 
 
 
the expense of hiring a funeral director and, to many, the impersonality of handing a 
loved one’s remains over to a hired stranger.  At the moment, there are very few 
practicing home funeral consultants, and those that do do not represent any threat to 
traditional funeral homes. 
 
TWO ARGUMENTS, ONE ASSUMPTION REVISITED: THE FAILURE OF  
PUBLIC POLICY 
 In the introductory chapter to this dissertation, I made the case that there are two 
dominant perspectives in the larger public discourse surrounding the funeral industry.  
The first comes from the funeral industry itself.  To funeral professionals, the funeral 
market – including the goods and services that accompany it, regardless of their prices – 
serve a vital need in contemporary society.  To them, the funeral forces the living to 
confront the reality of their loss and allows for the community to come together to 
reaffirm the connections that continue to bind the living together.  While the funeral is 
painful, it is seen as a necessary ritual essential for the healing of individuals and 
communities.  To critics, the funeral industry takes advantage of emotionally vulnerable 
consumers in order to sell goods and services that do not serve to help the bereaved.  
Instead, those goods and services only serve to enrich sellers.   
 On the surface, these perspectives are hopelessly at odds with one another.  On 
the one hand, we have bereaved consumers in need of support and the professionals who 
have dedicated themselves to providing this support.  On the other hand, we have the 
devastated, vulnerable consumers and the manipulative, greedy funeral sellers who do 
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what it takes to extract as much profit as possible from the bereaved.  When we look a bit 
deeper, though, it becomes clear that they both share a profoundly individualistic 
conception of how people operate in markets.  Government regulators find themselves 
caught between these opposing sides, but, because these are the major arguments 
available to them, they implicitly accept the view that the way to regulate the market is to 
address issues at the level of the individual.   
As I have argued throughout this text, though, it is impossible to understand the 
actions of buyers and sellers in funeral markets outside of the cultural context in which 
they are embedded, and the assumption that targeting individual issues can change the 
way funeral markets work has led to ineffective public policies.  Chief among them is the 
Federal Trade Commission’s ‘Funeral Rule,’ passed in 1984.  The Funeral Rule was 
expressly designed to make it easier for consumers to access information about funeral 
services, especially price information (Kopp and Kemp 2007A; Kopp and Kemp 2007B; 
McChesney 1990).  One of its major goals was to facilitate price shopping in an effort to 
increase competition between funeral homes and, ultimately, lower the costs of funeral 
services; however, the increased availability of price information did not lead to an 
increase in price shopping among consumers (McChesney 1990).
93
 
This outcome makes little sense from the perspective of either the rational choice 
or vulnerable consumer models of consumer action (discussed in Chapter 5).  From the 
perspective of rational choice theory, reducing the cost of searching for price information 
should result in more price shopping.  From the perspective of the vulnerable consumer 
                                                 
93
  See my discussion of price shopping in Chapter 4. 
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model, providing consumers with price information should empower them to take control 
over their funeral purchases and similarly lead to more comparison shopping.  Both 
would predict that consumers’ action would be affected by the increased availability of 
price information.  My work, on the other hand, helps explain why the funeral rule did 
not change the behavior of funeral arrangers.  Consumers’ purchases serve as relational 
work, and as a result, explicit efforts to search for lower prices would serve to undermine 
the symbolic meaning those purchases convey.  In other words, consumers do not avoid 
price shopping because information is scarce but because price shopping defines 
relationships in undesirable ways.   
I am agnostic on the question of whether or not funeral prices are ‘too high,’ but if 
policymakers and consumer advocates wish to act to reduce funeral costs, then they need 
to recognize that it is exceptionally difficult to change behaviors that take place within 
the context of a socially prescribed ritual, and efforts to reduce funeral costs would need 
to be indirect.  I can imagine at least two ways in which this could be accomplished. 
The first entails limiting the spread of corporate funeral homes.  While I am not 
aware of any systematic studies that demonstrate this directly, even a cursory review of 
the findings of the funeral home price surveys conducted by the various regional affiliates 
of the Funeral Consumers Alliance reveals that corporate funeral homes are far, far more 
expensive than locally owned, community funeral homes.
94
  Policies that prevent the 
monopolization of markets by corporate funeral firms could then lower costs.  
                                                 
94
  I recently contacted every Funeral Consumers Alliance affiliate in the United States to request the raw 
data from every price survey they conducted, and the majority of the affiliates shared their data with me.  I 
am currently in the process of combining the various surveys into one dataset that will allow me to test this 
statement directly. 
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Massachusetts, for instance, does not allow funeral homes to own cemeteries, flower 
shops, or other businesses that sell other funeral services.  This policy prevents 
corporations from creating the kind of vertical integration that would allow them to 
dominate a given market. 
A second way to reduce funeral costs is not a policy or regulation, but instead 
entails facilitating a change in the way people think about funerals.  In the previous 
section, I suggested that the more people talk about funerals, the less constrained 
consumers will feel when it comes time to purchase services, and the loosening of 
constraints would – I believe – would lead to less expensive funerals.  If I am correct, 
then that would suggest that consumer advocates should switch their focus away from 
directly advocating that consumers purchase less expensive services and towards getting 
consumers to talk more openly about their preferences before they find themselves in 
need of services.  Based on this research, the direct suggestion that one should spend less 
money on funerals is likely to fall on deaf ears, but the suggestion that one should talk 
with loved ones about their preferences is likely to lead to actions that would ultimately 
lead consumers to reduce the amount of money they spend on funerals. 
 
  
 
 
226 
 
 
APPENDIX A:  FUNERAL CONSUMER INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
 
 
I.  RELATIONSHIP WITH DECEASED 
 
Can you tell me a bit about [deceased]? 
 
Can you tell me about your relationship to [deceased]? 
 
How did he/she pass away? 
 
 
II.  DECISION MAKING 
 
How is it that you came to be the person responsible for arranging the funeral? 
 
Was this the first funeral you had arranged? 
 
What are your responsibilities as a funeral arranger? 
 
Where did you decide to hold the funeral? 
IF FUNERAL HOME, what made you decide to choose [home]? 
  [any online search?] 
IF NO FUNERAL HOME, why did you not use a funeral home?  Why did you 
choose the location that you did? 
 
Before you showed up to make arrangements, did you have a sense of the sort of things 
that were available for you to purchase? 
 
Do you remember the layout of the funeral home/conference room?  How did it feel? 
 
What was the funeral director’s demeanor like? 
 
I wanted to ask you about the individual products and services that funeral homes have 
available that you may have purchased.  If you did purchase any of these things, could 
you give me a sense of how you made your decision?  [ask about what the funeral 
director was doing at each point] 
 Was there a wake? 
 Were there flowers? 
 Was there a burial vault? 
 Was there a program? 
 Was there a guest book? 
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 Was there a gathering/collation after the funeral services? 
 
How did the funeral director present your options [for instance, when discussing the 
casket or vault]? 
 
Did you ever feel as if you were being sold to? 
 
Do you think any of the following influenced your decision making process? If so, how? 
 Religion? 
 Tradition? 
 Social status? 
 Relationship to [deceased]? 
 Nature of death [expected or unexpected]? 
 
When you went to the funeral home, did you go alone or with anyone?  Who? 
 
Were there any disagreements among family/friends/etc about the arrangements? 
 Could you describe these disagreements? 
 What were they about (services, money, etc)? 
 
Did you work with a religious figure in planning the services? 
 Who? 
 Can you describe your experiences with him/her? 
 
How did you feel when you were making the arrangements? 
 
What, in your mind, is the funeral director’s job? 
 
How does it feel to reflect back on the arrangement process? 
 
Did you have conversations with [deceased] about his/her funeral preferences before 
he/she died?   
IF YES, can you describe those conversations? 
IF NO, why not?  What do you think he or she would have said? 
 
 
III.  MONEY AND COST 
 
Can you give me a sense of how much the funeral cost? 
 
How much of a concern was money while you were making the arrangements? 
 
What was the source of the money that was spent [savings, insurance, etc]? 
228 
 
 
 
Did you use all of the funds available? 
 
Has paying for the funeral caused you any financial hardship? 
 
Did people (family, friends, acquaintances) ask about the services you chose?  The price?  
How would it feel to have people ask about the services or the cost of the funeral? 
 
How does it feel right now to reflect back on the cost of the funeral? 
 
If you were in the position to arrange another funeral, would you go about it the same 
way? 
 
What is your image of funeral directors? 
 
 
IV.  MEANING 
 
In your mind, what is the purpose of a funeral? 
 
Who is the funeral for? 
 
If you were to die, who would be responsible for arranging your funeral? 
 
Have you given any thought to what you would like for your own funeral? 
 
In your mind, is there such a thing as an ‘inappropriate’ funeral? 
 Could you describe an ‘inappropriate’ funeral? 
 
Have you discussed your own wishes with anyone? 
 IF YES, with who?  Can you describe the conversation(s)? 
 IF NO, why not?  Will you?  
 
 
V.  AFTERTHOUGHTS 
 
If you were in a position to give advice to someone about to make funeral arrangements, 
what would you say? 
 
If I’m going to understand how people go about arranging funerals, are there any other 
questions I should be asking? 
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APPENDIX B:  FUNERAL DIRECTOR INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
 
 
I.  BEING A FUNERAL DIRECTOR 
 
How did you come to be a funeral director? 
 
When did you start? 
 
Do you own the business? 
 
How did you come to own a funeral home? 
 
What role do you play in the planning of the services? 
 
What aspects of your work do you find particularly satisfying? 
 
Is there anything about your work that you find particularly challenging? 
 
Has the funeral business changed in any way since you started? 
 
Would you consider yourself religious?  Do your religious beliefs affect the way you run 
 your business?  The services you offer? 
 
 
II.  CLIENTELE 
 
Could you describe your clientele [race/ethnicity/religion/ses]? 
 
How did you come to serve this particular group? 
 
Would you say that you have major competitors for this group?  Who? 
 
How does this competition play out? 
 
Do you have personal relationships with any of your clients? If yes, does that relationship 
change the way you handle their funeral? 
 
Who do you consider your client – the person making the arrangements or the deceased? 
 
 
III.  INTERACTIONS WITH CLIENTS 
 
How do your clients find you? 
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Do you advertise?  Where? 
 
Can you describe a ‘typical’ funeral for your clientele? 
 
Would you please take me through the process of making funeral arrangements? 
 
Imagine I am a customer who has just lost a family member.  How would you help me 
plan the funeral? 
 
Given your experience, what would you say drives the decisions of your clients?  Why do 
they choose the services that they do? 
 
How do you typically come into the possession of the body? 
 
Who do you usually speak with concerning the arrangements of the deceased (family 
members, individuals, groups, etc)? 
 
Do you often come into contact with religious figures? 
 How? 
 Can you describe your relationship with them? 
 
Do situations ever arise when family members disagree about what sort of services they 
want?  If yes, how are those situations resolved? 
 
Have you been involved in the planning of a funeral for one of your own loved ones?  
What sort of service did you choose?  Why? 
 
 
IV.  COST 
 
Do your customers try to bargain or get discounts?  How? 
 
When do people pay? 
 
How do people pay? 
 
Is it difficult for clients to talk about cost while they are arranging the services? 
 Who usually brings up the cost – you or the client?  How is it brought up? 
 
 
V.  MEANING 
 
Why do we have funerals?  What do they do? 
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What is your idea of an appropriate funeral for a loved one? 
 Why?  What is it about such arrangements that make them ‘appropriate’? 
 
Is there such a thing as an ‘inappropriate’ funeral? 
 What is it about such arrangements that make them ‘inappropriate’? 
 
Is there anything else about being a funeral director that you’d like to share?  
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APPENDIX C: FUNERAL SURVEY META-ANALYSIS 
 
In Chapter 4, I described how the consumers I interviewed came to hire one 
funeral firm rather than the others in their area as well as how the funeral directors 
described how their customers find them.  In this appendix, I compare my conclusions in 
Chapter 4 with the findings of eight surveys examining respondents’ reasons for selecting 
a particular funeral home. 
 I included this analysis of these surveys for several reasons.  First, this survey 
analysis provides a test of the conclusions that I draw in Chapter 4.  Second, interviews 
and surveys possess different strengths and weaknesses, and leveraging the strengths of 
one to compensate for the weaknesses of the other strengthens our capacity to draw valid 
conclusions about the phenomena under examination (Jick 1979).  Interviews, for 
instance, are quite good at exploring why things happen or why people do what they do, 
but they are less effective when it comes to connecting the actions of the individuals 
studied to the broader population.  While my interviews provide a sense of the varied 
ways in which people are connected (or not connected) to funeral homes, they cannot 
provide a sense of how common my interviewees’ experiences are in the broader 
population.  Connecting my interviews to the findings from these surveys creates an 
avenue to generalize from my sample to the population as a whole (Jick 1979).     
 
STANDARDIZING THE SURVEYS 
From 1974 to 2004, a variety of industry, non-profit, and government agencies 
conducted eight surveys of funeral consumers that asked respondents to indicate why 
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they chose the funeral home they did.  In total, these surveys included nine questions (a 
1976 survey from ‘Central Services’ (McChesney 1990) included two questions) that 
explored why consumers chose the seller that they did.  Table C-1 lists each survey and 
describes its sample (when reported), question(s), response categories, and findings.   
Unfortunately, these surveys phrased their questions and responses in very 
different ways.  For the most part, the surveys offered their respondents a similar range of 
response options, with many offering a personal relationship with the funeral director, the 
firm’s location, a family connection, advertising, price and the like as possible responses, 
but not all of the surveys offered the full range of responses, and the wording of the 
response categories differed across surveys.  In addition, the surveys differed in that some 
allowed respondents to select multiple reasons from the response categories offered while 
others forced respondents to choose one.  Finally, the surveys differed in how they 
reported their findings.  Some reported the percentage of respondents who chose each 
response category, while others asked respondents to rank the response categories. 
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Table C-1: Consumers’ Reasons for Choosing Funeral Home or Cemetery: Detailed 
Summary (Part 1) 
 
 
 
 
 
Survey Description Response Categories Findings
Previously Served Family 51.7%
Location 50.9%
Reputation 50.4%
Attendance at Other Funerals 24.8%
Prepaid/Prearranged Funeral 22.1%
Facilities 19.8%
Personal Recommendation 19.2%
Price 8.8%
Advertising 3.4%
Family reasons/heritage/family history 53.00%
Location 24.00%
Religious tradition/religious affiliation 6.00%
Financial reasons/price 5.00%
Well-kept 4.00%
Advertising by the cemetery 3.00%
Veteran 3.00%
Other 3.00%
Don't Know 3.00%
Prearrangement 2.00%
Refused 1.00%
Prior Experience with the funeral home 
by oneself, family, or friends 1.98
Funeral director's reputation in the 
community 2.80
Appearance and 'feeling' of the funeral 
home and staff 2.84
Convenience of the funeral home to 
one's home 3.34
Ethnic or religious affiliation of the 
funeral home 4.00
Previously served my family 45%
Close to my residence 16%
Reputation 13%
Recommendation of a third party, such 
as a hospital, doctor or social worker
6%
Previously visited their facilities 6%
Other 5%
Don't know/refused 5%
Same religion/ethnic background 4%
Member of the same civic or social 
association
1%
Attitudes Toward 
Death and Funerals 
(Marks and Calder 
1982)
1121  adults (approximately 290 of whom had 
arranged a funeral at some point) were asked to rank 
five factors in terms of their importance when 
selecting a funeral home, with a '1' signifying 'most 
important' and a '5' signifying 'least important.'  The 
figures reported are the average ranking for each factor. 
1995 Study of 
American 
Attitudes Toward 
Ritualization and 
Memorialization 
(Wirthlin Group 
1995)
460 adults, aged 30 or older, who had arranged a 
funeral were read the following: "Many factors 
influenced your choice of funeral home that you 
selected, [sic] the following are many of the reasons 
others have given for choosing a funeral home.  Please 
tell me which of the following was the most important 
factor influencing which funeral home you selected 
when making arrangements."
2004 NFDA 
Family Contact 
Survey (NFDA 
2004)
3,803 individuals who had arranged a funeral were 
asked to report why they chose the funeral home they 
did.  Respondents were allowed to choose multiple 
reasons.
AARP Not-for-
Profit and For-
Profit Cemeteries 
Survey 2000 
(AARP 2000)
558 adults over 50 who had purchased a burial plot or 
other burial products were asked the following 
question: Why did you select the cemetery that you 
did?
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Table C-1: Consumers’ Reasons for Choosing Funeral Home or Cemetery: Detailed 
Summary (Part 2) 
 
Survey Description Response Categories Findings
A previous experience with the firm 25.04%
Professional qualifications and 
reputation 20.95%
The convenience of its location 13.45%
From previous observation of services 12.99%
An acquaintance within the firm 11.98%
Recommendation by others 7.30%
The firm's facilities 5.68%
The firm's prices 2.61%
Knew the funeral director personally 35.00%
Had used the funeral director's firm 
before 27.00%
Because of the firm's reputation 18.00%
His place was the most convenient 11.00%
It was the only funeral home in town 10.00%
Decision was made by the deceased 9.00%
Recommendation or advice of others 6.00%
Because of the firm's religious/ethnic 
background 1.00%
Miscellaneous other reasons 4.00%
Unable to give specific reasons 3.00%
Because of the firm's advertising <.5
Because of the firm's price <.5
Was it because of the firm's 
background? 78%
Was it because you knew him? 66%
Was it because his place was the most 
convenient? 56%
Was it because of the firm's religious or 
ethnic background? 14%
Was it because of the firm's 
advertising? 5%
Was it because of the firm's prices? 5%
Reputation 9.36
Facilities 8.44
Prior Use 8.28
Recommendation 7.67
Location 7.35
Prices 6.81
Pre-arranged 4.35
Advertising 3.22
Location 26.30%
Reputation or personal knowledge 26.00%
Don't know/none 17.40%
Other 8.20%
Religious or Social Background 7.70%
Family Plot 7.10%
Price 3.60%
Services by a friend 1.60%
Types of services offered 1.00%
Refused 0.90%
Their manner in dealing with people 0.30%
1987 National Selected 
Morticians Follow-Up 
Surveys (McChesney 1990)
An unreported number of adults who had arranged a 
funeral were asked the following question, “How 
important were the following reasons in selecting the 
funeral firm that served you?”  Respondents were 
asked to rate importance on a 10 point scale in which a 
'1'  signified that the factor was 'not important' and a 
'10' signified that the factor was 'very important.'
International 
Communications Research 
1988 'Excel Omnibus 
Consumer Experience Study'  
(McChesney 1990)
An unreported number of adults were asked the 
following question, “On what basis will you (or did 
you) choose a funeral home or cemetery”  The 
surveyors recorded the first factor that the respondent 
mentioned.
1978 National Selected 
Morticians Follow-Up 
Surveys (McChesney 1990)
An unreported number of adults who had arranged a 
funeral were asked the following question, “Did you 
have a particular reason for selecting the funeral 
director who served you?”
1976 Central Surveys 'An 
Opinion Survey: Funeral 
Directors and Practices.'  
(McChesney 1990)
An unreported number of adults who had arranged a 
funeral were asked the following question, “Why did 
you call the funeral director you did?”  Respondents 
were allowed to choose multiple reasons.
1976 Central Surveys 'An 
Opinion Survey: Funeral 
Directors and Practices.'  
(McChesney 1990)
An unreported number of adults who had arranged a 
funeral were read the following: “I'd like to read you 
several reasons people sometimes give for selecting a 
certain funeral director.  Please tell me whether or not 
each was a reason for selecting the funeral director you 
did.”  The percentage listed here is the total percentage 
who responded 'Yes' to each question.
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In order to compare the findings of each survey with the others, I recoded all of 
the original survey response categories into 12 standardized categories.  These categories 
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are as follows: advertising, amenities/facilities, ethnic/racial or religious connection, 
family connection, location, personal relationship, pre-arranged/pre-paid, previous 
experience, price, recommendation, reputation, and used firm before.  Table C-2 provides 
descriptions of each standardized category.  Table C-3 lists each survey’s original 
response options as well as each option’s corresponding standardized category.  Response 
categories that only appeared on one survey or were unclear were dropped from the 
analysis.   
In order to compare the findings from the surveys to my own data, Table C-4 lists 
my interviewees’ reasons for choosing the funeral homes they did.  I divided the reasons 
into two types, primary and secondary.  The reason or reasons listed as ‘primary’ are 
those that the consumer emphasized most strongly during the interview, while the 
‘secondary’ reasons are those that the consumer either stated but de-emphasized or 
mentioned in passing as a factor in the selection of the funeral home.  Of the primary 
reasons cited by my interviewees, ‘family connection’ was, by a large margin, the most 
popular reason.  It was followed by ‘location,’ which was itself followed, also by a large 
margin, by ‘personal connection.’ 
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Table C-3: Reasons for Choosing Funeral Home or Cemetery: Recoded Response 
Categories (Part 1) 
 
 
Survey Response Categories Recoded Category
A previous experience with the firm Used Firm Before
Professional qualifications and reputation Reputation
The convenience of its location Location
From previous observation of services Previous Experience
An acquaintance within the firm Personal Relationship
Recommendation by others Recommendation
The firm's facilities Amenities/Facilities
The firm's prices Price
Knew the funeral director personally Personal Relationship
Had used the funeral director's firm before Used Firm Before
Because of the firm's reputation Reputation
His place was the most convenient Location
It was the only funeral home in town Location
Decision was made by the deceased DROPPED
Recommendation or advice of others Recommendation
Because of the firm's religious/ethnic background
Ethnic/Racial or Religious 
Connection
Miscellaneous other reasons DROPPED
Unable to give specific reasons DROPPED
Because of the firm's advertising Advertising
Because of the firm's price Price
Was it because of the firm's background? Reputation
Was it because you knew him? Personal Relationship
Was it because his place was the most 
convenient?
Location
Was it because of the firm's religious or ethnic 
background?
Ethnic/Racial or Religious 
Connection
Was it because of the firm's advertising? Advertising
Was it because of the firm's prices? Price
Reputation Reputation
Facilities Amenities/Facilities
Prior Use Used Firm Before
Recommendation Recommendation
Location Location
Prices Price
Pre-arranged Pre-Arranged/Pre-Paid
Advertising Advertising
Location Location
Reputation or personal knowledge Reputation
Don't know/none DROPPED
Other DROPPED
Religious or Social Background
Ethnic/Racial or Religious 
Connection
Family Plot Family Connection
Price Price
Services by a friend DROPPED
Types of services offered DROPPED
Refused DROPPED
Their manner in dealing with people DROPPED
International Communications 
Research 1988 'Excel Omnibus 
Consumer Experience Study'  
(McChesney 1990)
1978 National Selected 
Morticians Follow-Up 
Surveys (McChesney 1990)
1976 Central Surveys 'An 
Opinion Survey: Funeral 
Directors and Practices.'  
(McChesney 1990)
1976 Central Surveys 'An 
Opinion Survey: Funeral 
Directors and Practices.'  
(McChesney 1990)
1987 National Selected 
Morticians Follow-Up 
Surveys (McChesney 1990)
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Table C-3: Reasons for Choosing Funeral Home or Cemetery: Recoded Response 
Categories (Part 2) 
 
 
Survey Response Categories Recoded Category
Previously Served Family Family Connection
Location Location
Reputation Reputation
Attendance at Other Funerals Previous Experience
Prepaid/Prearranged Funeral Pre-Arranged/Pre-Paid
Facilities Amenities/Facilities
Personal Recommendation Recommendation
Price Price
Advertising Advertising
Family reasons/heritage/family history Family Connection
Location Location
Religious tradition/religious affiliation
Ethnic/Racial or Religious 
Connection
Financial reasons/price Price
Well-kept Amenities/Facilities
Advertising by the cemetery Advertising
Veteran DROPPED
Other DROPPED
Don't Know DROPPED
Prearrangement Pre-Arranged/Pre-Paid
Refused DROPPED
Prior Experience with the funeral home by 
oneself, family, or friends
Previous Experience
Funeral director's reputation in the 
community
Reputation
Appearance and 'feeling' of the funeral 
home and staff
Amenities/Facilities
Convenience of the funeral home to one's 
home
Location
Ethnic or religious affiliation of the funeral 
home
Ethnic/Racial or Religious 
Connection
Reputation Reputation
Previously served my family Family Connection
Same religion/ethnic background
Ethnic/Racial or Religious 
Connection
Member of the same civic or social 
association
DROPPED
Recommendation of a third party, such as a 
hospital, doctor or social worker
Recommendation
Previously visited their facilities Previous Experience
Close to my residence Location
Other DROPPED
Don't know/refused DROPPED
2004 NFDA Family Contact 
Survey (NFDA 2004)
AARP Not-for-Profit and 
For-Profit Cemeteries Survey 
2000 (AARP 2000)
Attitudes Toward Death and 
Funerals (Marks and Calder 
1982)
1995 Study of American 
Attitudes Toward 
Ritualization and 
Memorialization (Wirthlin 
Group 1995)
240 
 
 
In addition to standardizing the response categories, I also standardized the ways 
in which the various surveys reported their results.  Some surveys asked respondents to 
report the most important reason they chose a particular funeral home.  Others asked 
respondents to report multiple reasons.  Still others provided respondents with a list of 
reasons and asked respondents to rank these reasons.  In order to standardize these varied 
methods, I ranked the importance of each response category within each survey.  Both 
Table C-5 and Table C-6 provide information about these rankings.  Table C-5 lists each 
recoded reason as well as the number of times each reason was assigned a specific rank.  
For example, the category ‘family connection’ was included in four of the nine questions, 
and it ranked first in three and fourth in one.  Table C-6 lists each category’s rank in each 
survey. 
Finally, I used the rankings across surveys to calculate a rough summary statistic 
for each recoded category - what I call its ‘relative importance score (RIS)’ - that 
compiles the ranking data across all surveys and allows for a comparison of the relative 
importance of each category across surveys. The lowest possible RIS is a ‘1,’ which 
indicates that the factor was ranked as the least important reason across all surveys in 
which it was included.  As such, the higher the RIS, the greater the importance of the 
factor across surveys.  Table C-6 lists each category’s RIS as well as the calculations 
used to generate these summary values. 
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Table C-4: Interviewees’ Reasons for Choosing Funeral Homes (Part 1) 
 
 
 
Consumer
Deceased's Relationship to 
Consumer
Primary Reason Secondary Reason
Samantha Gocci Grandmother (Pre-Arranged)
1 Family Connection Location, Personal Relationship
Mother (Pre-Arranged)
2 Family Connection Location, Personal Relationship
Father Family Connection Location, Personal Relationship
Uncle Location None
Grandmother Did Not Discuss Did Not Discuss
Aunt (Pre-Arranged) Did Not Discuss Did Not Discuss
Friend's Mother Price Reccomendation
Father Wishes of Deceased, Price None
Friend Religious Connection None
Self (Pre-Arranged) Family Connection None
Husband (Pre-Arranged) Family Connection None
Uncle Ethnic Connection None
Brother-in-Law Did Not Discuss Did Not Discuss
Father Location
Personal Connection, Amenities, 
Previous Experience
Priscilla Toscano Mother Wishes of Deceased None
Steve Bowman Wife Personal Connection Reputation
Kelly Squires Husband Recommendation
Amenities, Religious 
Connection, Advertisement
Cousin Personal Connection Price
Uncle Personal Connection Price
Brian East Cousin Family Connection Previous Experience
Mother Family Connection Wishes of the Deceased
Father Family Connection None
Father Family Connection Wishes of the Deceased
Cousin Family Connection None
Dana Fuller Father
3 NA NA
NOTES:  
1
 Arranged with Gerry Gocci  
3
 No services at funeral home
Gerry Gocci
May Lambert
Fran Adams
 
2
 Arranged with Samantha Gocci
Gina Moretti
Linda Malone
Audrey Wallace
Andrew Jenkins
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Table C-4: Interviewees’ Reasons for Choosing Funeral Homes (Part 2) 
 
 
Consumer
Deceased's Relationship to 
Consumer
Primary Reason Secondary Reason
Thomas Lauzon Father Location
Family Connection, Personal 
Connection
Karen Hicks Husband Location None
Mother
1 Location 
Wishes of the Deceased, Family 
Connection
Father
1 Family Connection Location
Miriam Jones Husband Family Connection None
Olivia Edwards Father Family Connection Price
Father
2 Family Connection Location
Mother
2 Location
Wishes of the Deceased, Family 
Connection
Son Previous Experience
Location, Amenities, Personal 
Connection
Mother Location Amenities
Kristi Bethea Mother (Pre-Arranged) Family Connection Amenities, Religious Connection
Sarah Jones Mother Unclear
Location, Previous Experience, 
Amenities
Robert Griffis Father Family Connection Previous Experience
Son Did Not Discuss Did Not Discuss
Son Recommendation None
Mary Mote Self (Pre-Arranged) Religious Connection
Location, Personal Connection, 
Family Connection
Evelyn Donnellan Husband Location, Family Connection None
Phillip Tallant Father
3 Location
Personal Connection, 
Reputation, Previous Experience
Maria Tallant Father-in-Law
4 Location
Personal Connection, 
Reputation, Previous Experience
Mother-in-Law Did Not Discuss Did Not Discuss
Father Price Location, Reputation
Father
Religious Connection, Personal 
Connection
None
Mother Did Not Discuss Did Not Discuss
Mother Ethnic/Racial Connection
Religious Connection, Personal 
Connection
Father Ethnic/Racial Connection
Religious Connection, Personal 
Connection
NOTES: 1 Arranged with Janie Hodgson
3
 Arranged with Maria Tallant
2
 Arranged with Elliot Whitt
4
 Arranged with Phillip Tallant
Elliot Whitt
Janie Hodgson
Penelope Lorch
Suzie Walters
Megan Williams
Cathy Huson
Chris Landa
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FINDINGS 
 In Chapter 4, I explored four ways that consumers come to hire one funeral firm 
rather than all of the others that may be available to them: rational criteria, group-level 
connections, individual-level connections, and transferred ties.  My interviews suggest 
that the rational criteria of price, amenities, and advertising are the least important criteria 
for consumers in the market for a funeral home.  For most consumers, their group-level 
ties, such as their family connections, are the most important.  When such ties are absent, 
consumers fall back on recommendations or their previous experience with funeral 
homes.  In this section, I compare these with the findings from this meta-analysis.   
 
‘Rational’ Criteria: Price, Amenities, and Advertising 
 My interviews suggest that a funeral firm’s prices and advertising do not play a 
large role in how consumers come to purchase the goods and services of one rather than 
another.  A firm’s amenities plays a more significant role, albeit still a minor one, in that 
consumers will reject a firm that does not provide adequate amenities or maintain its 
facilities.  This meta-analysis supports this conclusion.  Of the twelve recoded response 
categories, advertising received the lowest RIS, as it received the lowest or second-lowest 
rank in every survey in which it was included.  Price did not fare much better, as it was 
ranked eleventh overall.  In contrast, the amenities/facilities category ranked seventh 
overall. 
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Within-Network Exchange and Group Level Connections: Family, Religion, and 
Race/Ethnicity 
 In Chapter 4, I argued that group-level connections are the most important reason 
why a consumer hires one funeral home over another.  Of the possible group-level 
connections, I argued that family ties are the most important and that ties based on racial, 
ethnic or religious connections are important, but not the degree that family connections 
are.  While the survey analysis supports these conclusions, I suspect that these data 
underestimate the degree to which these reasons affect consumers. 
 Of all of the recoded categories, ‘used firm before’ and ‘family connection,’ 
respectively, were, by a large margin, the most important to consumers.  ‘Used firm 
before’ appeared in three surveys, where it ranked first in one, second in another, and 
third in the last.  ‘Family connection’ appeared in four surveys, where it ranked first in 
three and fourth in one.  I suspect, though, that the two codes are - to a large extent – 
equivalent, and this equivalence would suggest that the meta-analysis actually 
underestimates how important they are.  Table C-5 summarizes each recoded response 
category’s rank in each survey in which it was included, and a look at the table reveals 
that no survey included both ‘used firm before’ and ‘family connection’ as options.  As 
such, an individual with a family connection to a funeral home who did not have the 
option of choosing ‘family connection’ would likely choose ‘used firm before.’   I 
ultimately chose to keep them in separate categories for two reasons.   
 First, it seems likely that there is similar overlap between ‘used firm before’ and 
other response categories, especially ‘personal relationship.’  I doubt, though, that there is 
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as much overlap between these two codes as between ‘used firm before’ and ‘family 
connections’ because both ‘used firm before’ and ‘personal relationship’ were included in 
the same surveys multiple times, which gave respondents an outlet for reporting personal 
connections that were not also family connections.   
 Second, respondents without a family or personal connection could have chosen 
‘used firm before.’  For example, imagine a consumer who had never arranged a funeral 
before who asks a friend for a recommendation.  The consumer accepts the 
recommendation and then, several years later, finds him or herself in need of the services 
of a funeral director once again.  If this consumer returned to the same funeral home (and 
he or she probably would), then the ‘used firm before’ option would best describe why 
the consumer returned to the same home.  At this point, though, the consumer may or 
may not think of the firm as the ‘family funeral home,’ so the ‘family connection’ option 
might not have applied (had it been offered).  Over time, though, that funeral home would 
likely have come to be defined as the family funeral home.  Similarly, a consumer who 
attended funerals at a funeral home in the past may have seen the ‘used firm before’ 
option as that which best described his or her experience.   
In Chapter 4, I argued that racial, ethnic, and religious barriers between funeral 
homes are still important, but that they are breaking down.  The survey data reported in 
Table C-5 support this position.  The code ‘ethnic/racial or religious connection’ was 
ranked 10
th
 overall (out of the available 12 categories); however, it is possible that both 
my interviews and the RIS rank may in fact underestimate the importance of race, 
ethnicity, and religion.  There are at least two reasons why this might be true.  First, all 
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but one of the consumers I interviewed are white, as are the majority of funeral directors 
in Massachusetts.  It is quite possible that white consumers operating in an environment 
of white funeral directors may not have had much reason to think of race as an important 
factor in their choice of funeral home.  The fact that the only person of color included in 
my sample of consumers, Suzie Walters, was also the only consumer who spoke about 
race as a factor in her selection process (described in Chapter 4) lends some support to 
this idea.   
Second, it may be that the survey data underestimate the importance of these 
factors because racial, ethnic, and religious ties to funeral homes are also very likely 
family connections.  As such, those with racial and ethnic connections may have chosen 
‘family connection’ or ‘used firm before’ rather than ‘ethnic/racial or religious 
connection’ when responding to survey questions.  The only direct study (of which I am 
aware) of this issue is a working paper (Chevalier, Harrington, and Morton Unpublished) 
that suggests that ethnic and racial connections play a much larger role in consumers’ 
selection of funeral homes than either my interviews or the surveys indicate. 
 
Within-Network Exchange and Individual Level Connections 
 In Chapter 4, I argued that some consumers are tied to funeral homes through 
individual ties rather than through group-level ties.  While only a few consumers had 
personal connections to their funeral homes, the funeral directors emphasized the 
importance of their personal relationships to their customers.  The survey data support the 
position that consumers’ personal connections to funeral directors affect their choice of 
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home.  ‘Personal relationship’ was ranked as the fourth most important factor across the 
surveys summarized in Table C-5. 
 
Transferring Ties: Recommendations and Previous Experience with a Funeral Home 
 In Chapter 4, I argued that consumers without connections to funeral homes will 
rely on recommendations from friends and co-workers or their own experience attending 
the wakes and funerals of friends and co-workers.  Three of the recoded response 
categories in Table C-5 provide measures of the degree to which ties are transferred from 
person to person or group to group.  Both ‘previous experience’ and ‘recommendation’ 
describe direct transfers, while ‘reputation’ serves as a more indirect transfer of ties in 
which a consumer gets a general ‘feel’ for a funeral home over time through 
conversations with others rather than a direct suggestion that he or she choose a particular 
funeral home at the time of need.
95
  The survey data summarized in Table C-5 indicate 
that, of the three, ‘reputation’ (ranked 3rd overall) plays a much larger role in the selection 
of a funeral provider than either ‘previous experience’ (ranked 6th overall) or 
‘recommendation’ (ranked 8th overall); however, I suspect that the relatively low 
‘previous experience’ and ‘recommendation’ scores may be due to the majority of 
consumers already possessing a connection to a funeral home.  Unfortunately, my data do 
not allow me to test this possibility. 
 
                                                 
95
  Chapter 6 explores the importance of reputation in greater detail. 
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CONCLUSION 
 While interview data can give us a sense of how individuals make sense of their 
social worlds and then construct lines of action within these worlds, interview data do not 
allow us to generalize from samples to populations.  Without quantitative data gathered 
from a wide range of persons, it is difficult to conclude that the experiences that my 
interviewees described are similar to the experiences of other funeral consumers.  The 
fact that the findings from these surveys echo my argument in Chapter 4 suggests that my 
argument may apply to funeral consumers in general, not just those in Massachusetts.   
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